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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Leslie stared at the door in front of her, trying to calm her racing heart. It wasn’t the door itself—tall of course, because the Vulfar were a big race, and old, because the palace had been built almost a thousand years ago—it was the male behind the door.

      She had woken this morning to a message that Ruler Nisani had requested the honor of her company for breakfast, and she’d been in a state of nervous anticipation ever since. Ever since the first time she’d seen him, she’d been attracted to the huge warrior. But although he’d always treated her with exquisite courtesy, he’d never given any indication that he felt the same way.

      “The door will not open by itself,” T’pral said gruffly, and she gave her Yehrin bodyguard a rueful smile.

      “I know. Just gathering my courage.”

      He tensed immediately.

      “If you are concerned, I will remain at your side.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean that I feared for my safety. You know that social events can be… challenging for me.”

      He’d escorted her to enough functions to know how uncomfortable they made her, and to her relief, he accepted the excuse, a sympathetic look on his scarred old face. He didn’t need to know that her nerves were from excitement, not fear. If her twin sister Lillie had been with her, Lillie would have laughed and calmed her nerves—but if Lillie had been present, she wouldn’t be about to share a private meal with Nisani. The opportunity might never come her way again. At that thought, she gathered her courage and pressed the door alarm.

      The door opened immediately to reveal Nisani. As tall as the door had been, Nisani still filled the opening with his big, powerful body. His gaze focused on her for a fraction of a second before moving to T’pral.

      “I will make sure that a guard escorts Lady Leslie back to her quarters.”

      “I will wait.” T’pral folded his arms over his chest and moved into position next to the door.

      She sighed but didn’t argue. Her father had insisted on T’pral’s presence, and nothing ever deterred a Yehrin warrior from his duty, even though they were in the private family section of the palace. Nisani didn’t seem offended. In fact, he gave T’pral an approving nod.

      “Very well. Lady Leslie?”

      Nisani stepped away from the door and gestured for her to enter. The spacious dining room had an unexpectedly cozy feel. An ancient wooden table occupied the center of the room, the surface worn from use. Faded printed cushions adorned the chairs surrounding the table, and the same print framed a big bay window with a padded bench beneath it.

      “Thank you for accepting my invitation, Lady Leslie,” Nisani said, hesitating for just a second before offering her his hand.

      When she took it, his fingers closed around hers as gently as if he were holding a butterfly in his palm, but it still sent a shock of pleasure through her system. Nothing could disguise the power in that massive hand, and the attraction she’d always felt in his presence simmered pleasantly in her veins.

      “Thank you for asking me. And please, just call me Leslie.”

      “Leslie,” he repeated in his deep voice, his amazing eyes fixed on her face. They were the first things they noticed about him. She’d never seen such a bright, glowing green.

      Sunlight flooded the room and she could hear the distant sound of warriors training outside, but it all felt oddly distant, as if the two of them were encased in a private bubble.

      Then he abruptly dropped her hand and strode to the fireplace at the far end of the room. She had seen him in formal attire on many occasions, but she preferred him like this—in simple dark pants and a sleeveless shirt that clung to every inch of that magnificent body. She had grown up surrounded by her father’s Yehrin warriors, all of them big, muscular males. Another superb male body shouldn’t have this much effect on her, but then again, Nisani was in a league of his own.

      The broad shoulders, massive biceps, and impressive chest would have stood up to any comparison. His skin was a deep bronze, the same shade as his mane, loose around his shoulders instead of tightly restrained as usual. In fact, everything about him seemed less restrained than normal.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked softly.

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      She swayed, reaching out to clutch at the nearest chair as her knees threatened to give way.

      “My… parents?”

      “What? No, of course not.”

      His look of genuine confusion filled her with relief. But if it wasn’t her parents, who was it? No, not Lillie! She would have known, wouldn’t she? She barely managed to force the question out between numb lips.

      “Lillie?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “No!”

      She barely heard her voice over the roaring in her ears. The room started to spin around her, and the floor seemed to rush towards her. She knew she was falling, but before she made contact two massive arms closed around her and pulled her against a hard, warm chest. The scent of leather and spice surrounded her, oddly comforting despite her despair and she clung to him as tears started pouring down her cheeks.

      “Oh, Leslie, please don’t cry. I’ll get her back. Everything will be fine. Please, I can’t stand to see you this way.”

      It took a moment for his words to penetrate, and then she fisted her hands in his shirt.

      “What do you mean get her back? She’s not d-dead?”

      “Of course not.”

      “My sister is alive and well?”

      “I’m sure she is. Okami may have acted completely irresponsibly, but I’m sure he would never let any harm come to her.”

      Relief swept over her so fast she felt dizzy, followed by outrage.

      “How dare you?” She jabbed her finger at his chest, suddenly realizing that he had carried her over to the window seat and was cradling her in his arms. “You scared me to death.”

      “I did nothing of the—” He hesitated, obviously replaying his words in his head, then gave her a very apologetic smile. “You’re right. I did not handle that very well.”

      It was the softest expression she had ever seen on his face and her anger faded.

      “Maybe you should start again,” she suggested, swiping at the tears still lingering on her cheeks.

      “You, umm, must have something on your hands,” he said, and she sighed. She didn’t even need to look to know that she’d had ink on her fingers. “Here, let me.”

      He pulled out a handkerchief—a handkerchief, of all things!—and gently wiped her cheeks, then smiled down at her. Their faces were close, so close that she would only have to lean up the tiniest amount to kiss him. She’d been dreaming about kissing that full, sensual mouth since the first moment she’d seen him, and the gleaming white fangs bracketing his lips only excited her more.

      Her mouth went dry, and she licked nervously at her lips. His expression changed, his face no longer soft but… hungry.

      Oh my God, what am I doing? Her common sense suddenly asserted itself. He was the ruler of this planet, and despite her father’s position, she was nothing but a lowly medical student. He probably had thousands of women throwing themselves at him every day. She tried to scramble off his lap and caught her heel in her gown. Once again he saved her, those big, warm hands grabbing her waist to steady her before quickly releasing her.

      “I apologize,” he said stiffly and she gave him a confused stare.

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “I did not request permission to touch you.”

      She couldn’t help smiling at him.

      “I don’t think saving me from falling—for the second time—counts.”

      He looked even stiffer.

      “I meant for holding you.”

      “You were comforting me.” She placed her fingers lightly on his arm. His skin had a soft, almost suede-like texture, but it couldn’t disguise the hardness beneath. “I appreciated it, even if it was your fault I need consoling,” she added with a teasing smile. “Can we start again, please?”

      He relaxed, just a little, and indicated the spot next to him on the window seat.

      “I received information this morning that my brother was taking your sister away from the city without my permission. I tried to communicate with him but he was apparently… unable to receive my message.” He paused. “I was informed that they also took luggage with them.”

      She sighed with relief.

      “That’s what this is about? I already knew they were leaving. And I know that Lillie had luggage—I helped her pack.”

      “You did what?”

      “She told me that she and Okami were in love and going to be mated—although I’m not sure I believe her—and that they were going away for a romantic weekend.”

      He sprang to his feet and paced over to the fireplace again, his tail lashing angrily behind him, before returning to frown down at her. “You helped her pack?”

      “Of course I did.” She smiled up at him. “If I left it up to her, she’d either have gone with nothing but a toothbrush, or she would have taken six suitcases.”

      He didn’t return her smile. In fact, his fists were clenched and his big chest rising and falling as if he were desperately trying to restrain himself. She supposed she should have been concerned—he was well over a foot taller than her and immensely strong—but instead she was filled with excitement, her skin tingling in anticipation.

      “Mates? A romantic weekend?” He groaned, and then his anger seemed to vanish as he sank back down next to her, his hand covering his face. “This is even worse than I imagined.”

      Was he really that old-fashioned? The Vulfar had never struck her as having a particularly conservative approach to sexual matters. Lillie was always being propositioned. For that matter, so was she, if somewhat less frequently.

      “I don’t understand. I mean, what’s the worst that can happen? They decide they’re really not mates after all? Or Okami irritates Lillie so much that she loses her temper and he comes back limping?”

      He dropped his hand and looked at her.

      “I told Okami to stay away from her. I told him that no matter how much we want someone, it doesn’t mean we can have them.”

      Her breath caught at the intensity in his gaze.

      “Why—why not?”

      “Because your father trusted you and your sister to my care. How can I possibly tell him that his daughter has run away with my brother?”
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      “You’re upset because of my father?” Leslie repeated.

      “Partially. I was also concerned that your sister may not have understood Okami’s intentions.”

      “Trust me—my sister knows all about Okami.” I hope.

      The two had actually gone out once. Lillie had returned glowing with happiness, but then Okami had never contacted her again. She had listened to her sister rant about it on many occasions. And yet… Okami always seemed to show up at the events they attended and she’d noticed that Lillie didn’t hesitate to talk to him, even if the conversation mainly consisted of the two sniping at each other.

      She suspected that her sister’s feelings were rather more complicated than plain dislike, and although Lillie had seemed troubled when Leslie helped her pack, she was sure it wasn’t because of Okami. At least Lillie had given her an explanation for her departure. Apparently, Okami had not done the same for his brother. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising if Nisani had told him to stay away from Lillie.

      He took a deep breath and turned that intense green stare on her.

      “I suppose I have no choice but to wait until they return to… discuss this with Okami, although I will continue to try and contact them. But for today, will you stay and join me for breakfast?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She reached over and put her hand on top of his. “And thank you for trying to protect my sister.”

      “I’m afraid I have not done a very good job.”

      But despite his words, he put his hand over hers and smiled at her. Just like when she had entered the room, time seemed to freeze for a moment.

      Then Anai, Nisani’s middle sister, came flying into the room.

      “Do you know what’s happened to Okami? He’s not in his rooms, and I can’t—”

      Anai came to an abrupt halt when she saw her, looking from her to Nisani.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Lillie, I didn’t realize—no, wait a minute, you’re Leslie, aren’t you?”

      Thankful that her Yehrin heritage meant that she didn’t really blush, Leslie nodded and quickly tried to withdraw her hand from under Nisani’s. He held it for a fraction of a second longer before releasing her.

      “Yes, I’m Leslie,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as flustered as she felt. “But I’m surprised you could tell. Most people think we’re identical.”

      Neither she nor Lillie had ever agreed. Lillie’s eyes sparkled in a way that was uniquely her own and her smile could brighten an entire room. She had a magnetic energy that drew people towards her, while Leslie was more likely to be overlooked—for which she was eternally grateful. Social interactions always left her feeling tired and confused.

      Anai shrugged. “I can always spot the difference. Besides, you’re sitting here with Nisani.” Before Leslie could decide how to respond to that comment, Anai hurried on. “But that still doesn’t answer my question. Where’s Okami? Unless…”

      The other woman’s eyes suddenly gleamed. They were almost as bright a green as Nisani’s, although she shared Okami’s golden coloring. “I see. Okami is missing, and I’m guessing that you’re here because your sister is missing.”

      Anai looked positively gleeful, but Nisani frowned.

      “He has behaved most irresponsibly.”

      Leslie sighed. “You keep saying that, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Lillie was behind it. And she’s not missing—she told me that the two of them were going away together for a pre-mating weekend.”

      “Excellent.” Anai actually rubbed her hands together this time. “Nothing like a mate to settle Okami down.”

      Nisani’s face darkened.

      “She is not his mate. For gods’ sake, please don’t start that rumor. The last thing we need is for Planetary Commander T’lan to hear about it.”

      Anai clicked her fangs together thoughtfully, then looked at Leslie.

      “Are they mated? And would your father be upset?”

      “Daddy would be upset no matter who we ended up with,” she admitted. “Although I don’t think that he would blame Nisani. However, I’m not sure there’s cause for either celebration or concern,” she added looking up at Nisani. “While I think Lillie and Okami are up to something, I doubt it has to do with mating.”

      “Really?” Anai asked skeptically. “The way the two of them have been trading insults since you arrived on Vulfar?”

      “It’s more than—” She stopped talking. What had happened between Lillie and Okami was not her story to tell.

      Anai still didn’t look convinced, but once again she looked from Leslie’s face to Nisani’s and didn’t pursue the matter.

      “Do you know where they went?” she asked instead.

      Nisani sighed. “Not exactly. He turned off the transponder on his flyer, but he was headed south before we lost contact.”

      “South?” Anai’s eyes widened. “He wouldn’t, would he?”

      “Wouldn’t what?” she asked, suddenly uneasy at the other female’s alarm. For the first time, she worried there might be something to Lillie’s behavior other than one of her complicated plots.

      “The possibility did occur to me,” Nisani said slowly.

      “What possibility? And why didn’t you mention it before?” she demanded.

      Anai and Nisani both looked surprised at her vehemence, but what did they expect? She would never stand by meekly if her sister were in danger.

      “They were on a heading which would take them to Clan Fuchon lands,” Nisani said.

      “Aren’t they the ones who were conspiring with the Quatarans to keep Vulfar and the Yehrin at war?”

      Nisani looked even more surprised, but Anai’s eyes gleamed.

      “I have the sudden suspicion that there’s a lot more going on behind the innocent face than some people—” Anai gave Nisani a meaningful look “—tend to assume.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes being thought innocent can be an advantage.”

      Anai laughed and nodded.

      “I’m afraid I revealed myself far too early, didn’t I, Nisani?”

      “If you call letting the Garian ambassador trap you in a compromising position in order to manipulate peace negotiations, losing your innocence,” Nisani growled, “then I heartily agree.”

      Anai gave him an exasperated look.

      “It was the only way you were going to get any concessions from him. And it worked.”

      “You know, you remind me very much of my mother,” Leslie said, smiling at her. “Although if my father had caught another male trying to compromise her, that male wouldn’t have lasted long enough to make concessions.”

      “That’s why I arranged for someone else to find us instead.”

      “And didn’t tell me why the ambassador suddenly became so obliging until after he departed the capital.”

      “You don’t think Lillie and Okami are planning something like that, do you?” she asked anxiously.

      “Absolutely not. My brother would never allow harm to come to a delicate female.”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes as she looked over at Anai, but Anai was shaking her head as well. “Of course Okami would protect Lillie, but I see no reason why it would be necessary. Although I must admit I don’t have any idea of the logic behind his behavior.”

      “Okami and logic are not two words I associate in the same sentence,” Nisani said frowning, and Anai gave him a frustrated look.

      “Stop that. You won’t let him assume any responsibilities and then don’t understand why he is bored and frustrated? He’s a smart, capable warrior who survived three years in a Quataran mine.”

      “Which was my fault. How can I take the chance that he might be hurt again?”

      Anai sighed, her irritation disappearing as rapidly as it had appeared.

      “It wasn’t your fault—as both he and I and our sisters have told you repeatedly—and keeping him wrapped in a silk blanket is not going to keep him from harm. It could lead to trouble, serious trouble.” She winced, then gave Leslie an apologetic smile. “But I honestly don’t think that’s what’s happening here. And even though I’m sure Lillie can take care of herself, he will look after her.”

      She nodded gratefully, and Nisani frowned.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You didn’t exactly put it the same way.”

      “Okami also spent a lot of time with Clan Fuchon when he was younger,” Anai added with a reassuring smile. “We used to visit them in the summers, all of us did—well, all of us except Nisani. He always had to stay in the capital and work with our father.”

      Leslie’s heart suddenly ached for the big warrior. Had he ever been allowed a childhood? Her father had been brought up that way, to think only of duty and honor. Now her mother, as well as she and her sisters, did everything they could to make sure that he could relax and enjoy himself.

      Anai took another look at the two of them, then jumped up, brushing unnecessarily at her sleek silk pants. “Now that I know Okami is in Lillie’s capable hands, I have things to do.”

      “You aren’t staying for breakfast?” Nisani asked.

      “No, no. Too much to do. I’ll see you later. And I hope I’ll see you again soon, Leslie. Nisani loves having visitors for breakfast, don’t you?”

      Anai’s eyes twinkled, and she whisked herself out of the room before Nisani could respond.

      “Do you like having visitors for breakfast?” Leslie asked, suddenly concerned that she was intruding on his time.

      “No, but I enjoy having you here for breakfast. And my sisters, and even my brother when he’s awake,” he added with a smile.

      “I see. You think of me as one of your sisters?”

      “Oh, no, Leslie.” His eyes focused on her face with a hungry gleam that made her breath catch as he raised her hand to his mouth. “The last thing I consider you as is one of my sisters.”

      Before she could respond, he rose to his feet, still holding her hand. “Now, shall we eat?”
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      Nisani couldn’t remember the last time he’d enjoyed a meal so much. Leslie managed to put aside her concern for her sister and they simply… talked. The desire he always felt in her presence had not disappeared, but sharing a meal with her was surprisingly satisfying. She was bright and funny and endlessly fascinating, and Anai had been right—she understood much more about political life than he’d assumed.

      He was prepared to ignore the long list of matters awaiting his attention, but she was the one to finally rise from the table, giving him an apologetic smile.

      “I’m afraid I’ve taken up far too much of your time.”

      “Not at all. You’re welcome to stay.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure you have better things to do. And I need to make some calls. I had intended to join some friends for a few days between terms, but I think I’ll stay here instead, at least until Lillie returns.”

      “That might be wise,” he agreed. “And perhaps you could join me for breakfast again tomorrow? In case either of us has news to share?”

      Those big green eyes studied him, and he suddenly felt as bashful as the untried youth he’d never been.

      “That might be a good idea.” Long dark lashes veiled her expression. “That is, if you don’t think the rest of your family will mind?”

      “They would be delighted,” he said firmly.

      Perhaps a little too delighted if Anai’s reaction were anything to go by, but he didn’t care. It would be worth it to have the time with her.

      He escorted her to the door and once more allowed himself to lift her hand to his mouth. Her small hand trembled in his, and it took all of his self-discipline not to gather her into his arms and kiss those pretty red lips. He reluctantly released her, and she gave him a shy smile before going to meet her waiting bodyguard.

      This is not wise, he thought as he closed the door behind her, but after suppressing his attraction to her for five long years, he couldn’t resist the excuse to have her close to him.

      He still remembered the first time he saw her. The two sisters had entered the room together, both of them laughing. He was not the only male who had noticed the beautiful pair, but even then he was conscious of the differences between them. Of the serenity that emanated from Leslie in contrast to her more exuberant sister.

      He told himself she was too young, not so much because of her physical age but because of the air of innocence that surrounded her, but if he had been any other male in any other role, he would still have pursued her. But he was not. The peace with the Yehrin was a new and fragile thing, and Planetary Commander T’lan was clearly a proud and protective father.

      It was not his only constraint. His father had impressed on him from a very early age how difficult it was to be the consort of the ruler. His father had done everything he could to protect his mother and made sure that Nisani would do the same. If life had been hard for his mother, how much harder would it be for a female who was not only not from Vulfar, but clearly much quieter than her outgoing sister. It was impossible. And yet…

      Since that time, he had found himself uninterested in other females. He’d always been too busy for more than an occasional discreet liaison, but those had ceased completely. Even his sisters’ constant matchmaking attempts had finally stopped. He knew he would have to marry one day—ideally to a politically educated female from a strategically allied clan—but he’d been determined to put it off as long as possible.

      Then Leslie and her sister had arrived on Vulfar. The desire he had worked so hard to suppress came roaring back. But T’lan had entrusted his daughters to him—he had even asked Nisani to house them in the palace—and how could he betray that trust? The one weakness he had allowed himself was to make sure that she and her sister were invited to every social function at the palace, although she attended far too infrequently for his satisfaction.

      Occasionally at night after another long, exhausting day, he had allowed himself to hope that once she’d completed her studies he might broach the matter of courting her with T’lan. He had waited this long, what was another three years? But now that she’d been in his arms, now that he’d held her soft little body against his, three years stretched in front of him like an endless desert.

      He suspected that spending this time with her would only make it harder to wait, but he still intended to enjoy it for as long as he could. And after all, it was just an innocent meal. He was considering what he should ask his chef to prepare for her when the door alarm chimed again.

      For a brief moment he hoped that Leslie might have returned, but his Uncle Forradi entered instead. Forradi was a good male, if a little too inclined to worry, and he greeted him cordially.

      “Good morning, Forradi.”

      “Sire,” Forradi said formally, then shook his head. “I came as soon as I heard.”

      “Heard about what?”

      His uncle gave him a sympathetic look. “Okami’s dishonorable behavior.”

      He kept his face calm, even though he wondered how Forradi could possibly have heard the latest incident.  But despite his own doubts, he would always support his brother.

      “Okami may be impetuous, but he would never behave without honor,” he said firmly.

      “Of course not. I didn’t mean to imply…” Forradi sighed heavily. “It’s just that my own Bubta has been such a disappointment to me.”

      Nisani suppressed a groan. Bubta was indeed a disappointment. He drank, gambled—usually with other people’s credits—and chased females with strictly dishonorable intentions. Between his connection with their family and a certain rakish charm, he usually managed to get away with it.

      “Bubta is still young,” he said diplomatically. “He may grow up a bit.”

      “Perhaps he just needs more responsibility,” Forradi suggested.

      It wasn’t the first time his uncle had hinted that he should give Bubta an official role, but he had no intention of doing so until his cousin showed some sign of growing up. He simply shrugged.

      “Perhaps.”

      Forradi sighed again. “But then I remember you often said the same thing about Okami. This latest escapade…” He shook his head. “Caught behaving disgracefully on vid. Naked.”

      Ah. So that was what Forradi had been referring to. The traditional climax to the Water Festival involved a difficult climb and a dangerous dive. Okami had chosen to take part. His presence would have been unusual but not scandalous, except that he had performed it exactly the way their ancestors had done—without clothing. The fact that it had been filmed had resulted in a wave of gossip, but despite his own annoyance he wasn’t willing to listen to Forradi’s criticism.

      “It was a very impressive physical achievement,” he said curtly. “Now I’m afraid I have another appointment.”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” Forradi gave him an anxious look. “I hope I didn’t offend you?”

      “Of course not,” he assured his uncle as he escorted him to the door, but as he closed the door after the other male, he wasn’t quite as sure.

      Had he complained to Forradi about Okami? He supposed it was possible. In those first terrible years after his mother died and his father had been taken ill and he’d been trying to desperately hold the clans together, his uncle had been a familiar, comforting presence. But if he had said anything, it was many years ago now, and to compare Okami to Bubta…

      He shook his head. Okami was not remotely like his cousin. And although his brother’s behavior frequently frustrated him, he still trusted him—even now that Okami disappeared with the daughter of a planetary commander and even though he had strictly forbidden their relationship. How could he blame his brother? If Okami’s feelings for Lillie were anything like Nisani’s feelings for her sister, perhaps it was inevitable. Leslie had even implied that T’lan would eventually accept the match. Perhaps he too…

      No. Despite Leslie’s reassurance, he didn’t think that T’lan would treat the matter so lightly. And no matter how much he desired her, he knew that being his consort would never make her happy. She didn’t thrive on social gatherings the way her sister did, and the quiet disposition he found so soothing would never stand up to the pressures of court life.

      Although perhaps soothing wasn’t quite the right word. When she had been warm and willing in his lap, her abundant curves nestled against him, calmness had been the last emotion he’d been experiencing. He could only hope she hadn’t felt the rigid bar of the erection he’d been unable to suppress.

      The door opened again, but this time it was Zord, the captain of the palace guards and his closest friend since their first encounter at the age of five. They had been brawling in the palace grounds and his father had discovered them, giving Nisani the reproachful look that he already dreaded and asking who was at fault.

      To his everlasting gratitude Zord had stepped forward, but his own uneasy conscience wouldn’t permit it and he joined the other boy.

      “I threw the first punch,” he admitted.

      His father had looked from him to Zord, and nodded.

      “Thank you for telling me, Nisani, and thank you for being willing to protect my son, Zord.” He had given one of his rare smiles. “If you can refrain from injuring each other further, you may play for an hour in the gardens.”

      Even at that age, unstructured time was a rarity and he hadn’t hesitated to grab Zord’s arm and run. Zord had won his father’s approval that day, and his friend was one of the few people who was capable of interceding successfully with his father and winning him a few moments of freedom. Moments he usually refused as he grew older and his responsibilities increased.

      “What did your uncle want?” Zord asked, his voice carefully neutral, but Nisani knew him too well to be fooled.

      “You don’t like him, do you?”

      Zord shrugged. “He is very… cheerful.”

      Since the last thing anybody would be likely to say about his big, brooding friend was that he was cheerful, it wasn’t entirely surprising that Zord disapproved of his uncle.

      “He is,” he agreed, “but he’s been a good friend. Are you ready to train?”

      Zord sighed. “I wish to speak to you first.”

      “Of course. Have a seat.”

      Instead of taking him up on it, Zord started to pace. He was a very physical male, expressing himself more in action than words. Nisani was used to his friend’s ways and waited patiently until Zord spoke.

      “I’m hearing rumors—” He shook his head. “No, rumor is too strong a term. Whisperings, perhaps? A sense of uneasiness.”

      “About what?”

      “Like I said, I’m not exactly sure. It’s as if people are preparing for something.” Zord shook his head again. “Like the weeks leading up to the feast day—anticipation, I suppose. Except it’s a secret feast and only a few people are invited.”

      He regarded him thoughtfully. He didn’t discount Zord’s instincts—they had come to his aid on more than one occasion—but it was difficult to act on a feeling.

      “But nothing specific?”

      “No. I’ve been monitoring the movements of the clan leaders and there’s nothing unusual. No signs of increase in weapons traffic or warriors being reassigned. The most unusual thing I’ve encountered is that Clan Fuchon has been ordering more grain than normal.”

      “Fuchon? Oh, gods, don’t tell me that Okami is doing something stupid.”

      “I would never expect Okami to act intelligently,” Zord said tartly, and Nisani hid his smile. Okami did his best to annoy his friend, and Zord treated him as an irresponsible child. Despite that, he knew that both males had a deep affection for each other.

      “You know that’s where I suspect he was heading.”

      Zord shrugged. “I know, but surely even Okami isn’t going to get in trouble over grain. Although if anyone can, it would be Okami,” he added sardonically.

      Nisani laughed. “You are undoubtedly right, but in this case I tend to agree with you. I have a suspicion that my brother may have gone to settle a score with that traitorous bitch Hying.”

      Hying had been promised to his brother, then betrayed him to the Quataran merchants attempting to manipulate both the Yehrin and Vulfar. Zord considered the matter, then nodded.

      “By showing up with the beautiful young daughter of a planetary commander? You may be right.”

      He was afraid he was, although he had decided not to mention it to Leslie. She seemed to think that her sister had gone along willingly, and he found he believed it. It had been quite clear when he’d been forced to tell Okami that Lillie was off limits that his brother had been devastated. He just hoped that T’lan never found out about the escapade.

      “Nonetheless, let me know if you discover anything else.” He had no doubt that Zord would continue to investigate. His friend never let anything go. “Now, what do you say to a quick bout of lavka sticks?”

      The thin wooden sticks used for training were not fatal, but they could inflict painful bruises.

      Zord grinned, the rare expression lightening his usually grim countenance.

      “Very well. And since you have meetings scheduled for the rest of the day, I’ll make sure the bruises can be covered by your robes.”

      “I assume I need not have the same compunction?”

      “No one cares about my appearance—but you have to get past my guard first. I predict that you will be the one hiding your injuries.”

      Zord was correct, but Nisani still smiled as he arranged his robe over the huge bruise on his shoulder. The physical activity had helped overcome his frustration, he’d decided that the obvious explanation for his brother’s behavior was foolish, but unlikely to be dangerous, and most of all, Leslie was coming to breakfast again the next day.
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      Leslie moved restlessly around her room, replaying breakfast in her head. Nisani was everything she’d hoped he’d be—kind, powerful, intelligent—and even more attractive in close quarters. She couldn’t wait until tomorrow morning to see Nisani again.

      Her door alarm chimed, and a moment later Shemai entered. Shemai was a friend of their older sister and had taken both Leslie and Lillie under her wing. She was also Nisani’s youngest sister, and she shared Okami’s golden coloring and blue eyes—eyes that were sparkling now as she looked at Leslie.

      “I hear my brother has gone off adventuring with your sister.”

      Leslie laughed and lifted a pile of books off the nearest chair so that Shemai could sit.

      “I assume that means Anai called you?”

      “Of course she did, both me and Sanshi. But to be fair, she’d also called us earlier looking for Okami and she didn’t want us to worry.” Shemai studied her with those thoughtful blue eyes. “She said you weren’t worried about Lillie. Is that true?”

      “Y-yes. Oh, I’m not worried about her being with Okami,” she added quickly. “And I’m sure that Lillie is fine physically, but I know something is troubling her and she wouldn’t tell me what it was.”

      Something flashed across Shemai’s face so quickly that Leslie almost missed it, but it was enough. She sighed.

      “It’s school, isn’t it? She didn’t do well this term.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Shemai shook her head

      “You know I can’t discuss that.”

      Shemai was one of the instructors at the medical university. It didn’t surprise Leslie that she knew about her sister’s difficulties—or that she wouldn’t talk about it.

      “That’s all right, you don’t have to say anything. It all makes sense now.”

      Her twin had not done well in the first six-month term, although she tried to convince everyone it was due to the excitement of their new life on Vulfar. Leslie suspected it wasn’t true, but for the first time her sister hadn’t shared her feelings with her and she hadn’t pushed her for answers.

      “I knew she wasn’t enjoying her studies as much as I did. Honestly, I think she’d be more relieved than upset. I just don’t understand why she wouldn’t tell me. She should know I would support her.” The realization suddenly struck her. “Of course. That must be it. If she’s no longer studying medicine, she has no reason to stay on Vulfar.”

      Her chest began to ache. If Lillie couldn’t stay, then neither could she. She would have to give up the study she loved so much—along with any chance of spending more time with Nisani.

      Shemai frowned at her. “I’m not saying that such a thing has happened, but if it did, why would it affect you as well?”

      “If she has to return to Earth, then of course I will go with her.”

      “But why would she have to return?”

      “Daddy would insist…” She paused and thought about it. “Or maybe not. While I’m sure that would be his first reaction, if he knew I wanted to stay I don’t think he would insist on separating us. As long as he thought she was safe, that is.”

      “Well, Nisani certainly isn’t going to kick either of you out of the palace,” Shemai said dryly, then gave her a speculative look. “Anai said you were having breakfast with him.”

      Once again she was glad that her Yehrin heritage concealed the heat rising to her cheeks.

      “He wanted to tell me about Lillie and Okami,” she said as casually as possible.

      “He could have summoned you to his office for that. Breakfast is a… private time for him.” Bright blue eyes studied Leslie while she desperately tried to come up with a response, but then thankfully Shemai changed the subject. “My point is simply that no matter what might happen with her studies, there is nothing that would compel Lillie to leave Vulfar if the two of you wish to remain.”

      “She would have to have an alternative,” she said cautiously, trying to suppress a flare of hope. “Perhaps another field of study.”

      Shemai gave her a skeptical look and rose to her feet.

      “While Lillie is every bit as intelligent as you, I’m not sure that her interest lies in further education. She might enjoy a more active role.”

      There was a definite undercurrent of meaning in Shemai’s words, but she smiled and hurried away before Leslie could pursue it.

      Was there something else that Lillie would enjoy? Something where her lively nature and gift for interacting with people would be useful?

      She considered the matter as she called her friend Renata to tell her that she wouldn’t be joining the trip to the South Island. They had intended to use the time to begin preparing for the next year of medical training, but she could remain in the palace and still prepare. Under the circumstances, she thought it would be better not to leave.

      Circumstances like seeing more of Nisani, her inner voice suggested, and she couldn’t deny it was a factor. Dammit. Why hadn’t Lillie taken her communicator with her? Her sister had far more experience with males than she did, and she wished she could discuss it with her. Or did she? Her interaction with Nisani felt like something private between the two of them, and she wasn’t sure she could have told even Lillie how she felt.

      Nisani was attracted to her, she knew he was. In addition to the hunger in his gaze, she’d felt the unmistakable ridge of his erection beneath her bottom when she’d been on his lap. She might have been innocent, but she wasn’t naïve—she was well aware of the physical signs of attraction—and given the impressive size of that ridge, he was very, very attracted to her. Whether or not he would do anything about that attraction was an entirely different matter.

      She’d hoped that once she was on Vulfar, she’d have a chance to get to know him better. But although they attended many of the same social functions, he’d always behaved with scrupulous restraint. The only thing that had suggested he might be interested was that she had noticed him watching her on more than one occasion.

      She sighed. What would Lillie do in her position? Flirt with him? Tease him? Come right out and ask if he was interested in her? She could see her sister doing any of those, but she couldn’t imagine herself doing the same.

      Determined to put him out of her mind, she decided to spend the day studying. For once her usual focus escaped her. When she finally gave up the attempt and went to bed she slept restlessly, her dreams occupied by thoughts of Nisani, and she woke up anxious to see him. This is ridiculous. Nothing is going to happen between us. But she still raided Lillie’s closet for one of her prettiest dresses before she went to join him for breakfast.

      Breakfast was as delightful as it had been the first time, conversation flowing easily between the two of them. To her surprise, none of his family joined him and they were alone once more. Not that she minded being alone with him, although—unfortunately—he didn’t take advantage of the privacy. He only touched her twice, raising her hand to his lips when she arrived and again when he escorted her to the door. The feel of his sensual lips and the slight scrape of his fangs lingered on her skin long after she left him.

      She dreamed about him again that night, but these weren’t vague, romantic dreams. They were as explicit as her admittedly limited experience could provide, and she woke feeling flushed and unusually aroused. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in males—she’d had her share of crushes as a teenager, a fair number of awkward first dates, and rather less second dates—but exploring that interest had always seemed less satisfying than pursuing her studies.

      Her attraction to Nisani the first time they met had been the exception, and even though she’d thought about him often since then, it had been through that same romantic lens. This was different. Even the brush of air across her skin was a sensual experience, her breasts felt swollen and achy, and there was a constant throb between her thighs.

      Perhaps I’m coming down with something. A quick scan revealed nothing unusual except a very slight increase in her temperature. After a brief argument with herself, she gave in to temptation and went to join Nisani for breakfast.

      As soon as he took her hand, she knew it was a mistake. The pleasure she’d always felt at his touch had magnified a hundredfold and she gasped.

      “Leslie? Is something wrong?”

      Even the deep rumble of his voice sent another shiver of arousal down her spine, and it took all of her self-control not to cling to his hand, not to draw him closer, not to… No! She forced herself to drop his hand and smile.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t sleep very well last night.”

      Was that her voice? The words came out low and husky—seductive—and she saw a hint of the same hunger flash across his face.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. If you’d rather not stay…”

      “I want to stay.”

      His scent seemed to fill the room, leather and spice and male, and she didn’t need to look down to know that her nipples were thrusting painfully against her gown. He put a big hand on her back to escort her to her seat, and she had to fight back a sudden urge to rip her dress away so that she could feel his hand against her bare skin. She shuddered at the image, and he immediately stopped and turned to face her.

      “Something is wrong.”

      “No,” she said at once, then sighed. “Well, maybe. I mean, I don’t know. I just feel so strange.”

      “I’ll call for a doctor.”

      “There’s no need. I already did a scan. There’s nothing physically wrong with me.”

      Except that during their brief exchange she had somehow ended up moving closer to him. So close that she could almost feel the heat of his body against her throbbing nipples. She took a deep breath to try and calm herself, but then her breasts made contact with that big, hard chest. The spike of arousal was so intense that she swayed and he put his hands on her waist to steady her.

      Oh, God. Nothing could have prevented her from pressing closer, seeking more of that tantalizing pleasure, from putting her arms around his neck and tugging him down into a kiss. He hesitated, but then she nipped at his lower lip. He groaned and took over the kiss, forcing her mouth open as he devoured her, first pulling her hard against his body, then impatiently lifting her higher so that their mouths were aligned.

      Heat rushed through her veins, and her only thought was to get closer to him, her legs circling his waist as the big hand on her ass pressed the demanding ache between her thighs tighter against him. His scent filled her head, her ears ringing with pleasure.

      Then he suddenly lifted her away, leaving her cold and alone. She reached for him, but he groaned and took another step back.

      “Leslie, I can’t. The door…”

      Some fragment of awareness returned. The ringing in her ears had been the door alarm.

      “I… I understand. You have to answer it.”

      He started to respond, then shook his head and moved to the door, his tail lashing agitatedly behind him. When he opened the door, carefully keeping his body between her and whoever was outside, she took the opportunity to pull herself together. During his brief conversation she did her best to calm her still-racing pulse, taking long shallow breaths through her mouth to avoid taking in more of his tantalizing scent.

      When he closed the door and turned to face her, it was clear that he too had forced himself under control.

      “I apologize,” he said stiffly, and she choked back a sob.

      “It wasn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “You did not wish to kiss me?”

      More than anything. But she refused to let the words escape.

      “Perhaps I am coming down with something after all. I should go back to my rooms.”

      “I… Very well. If there is anything you need, you will let me know.”

      The last words were a command and she managed a shaky smile.

      “I promise.”

      He was still standing next to the door, and she found she didn’t trust herself to pass that close to him without touching him.

      “Would you mind moving away from the door? In case I’m contagious,” she added hastily.

      “I suspect it may be a little late for that,” he said dryly, but he moved to one side.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered and fled into the hallway.

      T’pral took one look at her and frowned.

      “What is wrong? You are upset. Did Ruler Nisani do something you did not like?”

      “Of course he didn’t. I just don’t feel very well, and I want to return to my rooms and rest.”

      “I will send for a medic.”

      “I don’t need a medic,” she said crossly, then sighed. “I’m sorry, T’pral. I already did a scan—there’s nothing physically wrong with me. But I didn’t sleep well. I’m probably just missing Lillie,” she added when he seemed inclined to argue.

      His unyielding expression softened.

      “You are not used to being separated from your sister. But T’vedo assures me that she will return shortly.”

      What story had her sister given her bodyguard, she wondered as she managed a smile.

      “I’m sure she will. And I’m sure all I need is a little rest.”

      As she followed him back to her rooms it occurred to her for the first time that there might be a connection between her sister and the strange way she was feeling. Like the time Lillie had sprained her ankle and she’d felt an echo of the same pain in her own ankle. Given the intensity of the arousal currently flooding her system, she couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Lillie. All she could do was hope that her sister was all right.

      Now that she was no longer with Nisani, her own arousal was more manageable, although she could still feel it hovering beneath her skin. But as she returned to the sanctity of her rooms, she had the feeling it was going to be a very long day.
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      Nisani looked at the clock for the tenth time. The hour he allotted for his private meal was almost over and Leslie had not appeared. Fuck. She’s not coming.

      He abandoned his uneaten breakfast and strode to the window, staring unseeing at the warriors training below.

      Had he frightened her with his passion? She had responded so deliciously to his kisses that it had been easy to forget that she was a young, innocent female. Even now the mere memory of her in his arms had his shaft hardening, but he couldn’t deny that she had not been her usual self. What if she really had been ill?

      His concern for her had been a constant distraction during yesterday’s meeting with his advisors. As soon as it was over he had started to go and check on her, then thought better of the idea. He did not want her to be the subject of gossip. Instead, he’d sent Zord. His friend raised an eyebrow but obeyed without comment, returning with the news that she was feeling much better. But if that were true, why hadn’t she joined him this morning?

      To hell with this and to hell with his concern about gossip. He needed to see her for himself.

      Of course he knew exactly where her rooms were—when he’d assigned them, he’d given her the guest quarters directly below his. He knew it was foolish, but he liked the idea that she was only a floor away from him.

      She answered the door looking sleepy and disheveled and he almost groaned. She tended to dress in simple, modest clothing—although no clothing could completely disguise the lush contours of her body—with her hair neatly arranged in a simple braid. Now all she was wearing was an oversized, faded shirt which left most of her legs bare. Her hair was in a wild tangle around her pretty face, she smelled deliciously of sleep and warm female, and he was quite sure she was naked beneath the shirt.

      If he had been one of his ancestors, he wouldn’t have hesitated to carry her back into her room and have his wicked way with her, but he was a modern ruler and all too aware of his responsibilities.

      “Nisani? Is something wrong?”

      “No. I was just… concerned when you did not join me for breakfast. I was afraid that I had offended you.”

      A faint pink glow tinted her cheeks.

      “You? I was the one who behaved so outrageously.”

      “I thought I made it clear that I did not find your behavior distasteful in the least.”

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “Perhaps not, but I cannot regret that you did.”

      Unable to resist, he reached down and cupped her cheek, her skin impossibly soft beneath his fingers.

      “About that…” She bit her lip, looking up and down the corridor. “I wanted to talk to you. Can you come in?”

      He shouldn’t. He really shouldn’t. She was a vulnerable young female entrusted to his care. But when she looked up at him with those wide green eyes, he could refuse her nothing. He nodded abruptly and followed her into her room.

      It was not what he’d expected. He’d pictured her in a virginal bower of white lace. Instead, her room exploded with color and texture—and books. Books that covered every available surface, including half of the big bed. He would have to sweep them aside to… He hastily pulled his eyes away from the tempting sight.

      “It is my understanding that all of our medical resources are available electronically.”

      She laughed.

      “I know. I just like physical books. Just like I like writing notes with a pen on a sheet of paper.”

      She held up an ink-stained finger, and he couldn’t help remembering the way he’d wiped her tears, the way she’d nestled against him for comfort. His body reacted at the memory and he cleared his throat.

      “What did you wish to discuss?”

      She bit her lip, moving restlessly around the room.

      “I felt… strange yesterday, even before I came to see you.”

      “You told Zord you were not ill.”

      “I’m not. I wasn’t. But I think perhaps Lillie might have been.”

      He frowned. “You believe that your sister was ill and that it affected you?”

      “Not sick exactly, but aroused. Unnaturally aroused,” she added when he stiffened.

      “You don’t think that Okami…”

      “No, I don’t. That’s what I mean by unnatural. I believe it may have been pharmacological.”

      Her suggestion only horrified him more. “You think your sister was drugged?”

      “I can’t be sure, but I think it’s possible.”

      Could Okami have failed so badly to protect her sister?

      “My brother has much to answer for,” he growled.

      She sighed and shook her head.

      “Don’t jump to conclusions. You can’t possibly think that your brother would ever willingly let Lillie come to harm, can you?”

      “I suppose not,” he admitted at last. “Okami has his faults, but failing to protect an innocent female is not one of them.”

      Especially since he was sure his brother cared very much for Lillie.

      “And trust me—my sister is capable of getting into plenty of trouble on her own,” she added with a rueful smile.

      “But you are still not worried?”

      She shook her head.

      “The sensation finally went away late last night, and it feels as if Lillie is fine.”

      “I see. So you did not kiss me because you wanted me,” he said evenly, trying to ignore a sudden rush of desolation. “You were under the effects of this drug.”

      “That’s not what I was saying at all.” Long dark lashes veiled her eyes as she looked down. “The effect of whatever happened may have… awakened my body, but you were the only one who I wanted to kiss.”

      Her voice had dropped to almost nothing by the time she finished speaking, and he found his tail circling her wrist.

      “I… This is complicated.”

      “Yes.” She brushed her fingers over the soft tip of his tail, still not looking at him. “Would it be better if I didn’t join you anymore?”

      “No!”

      His vehemence made her look up at him, her eyes wide, but then she smiled.

      “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “What about today?”

      “Isn’t it a little late?”

      “No,” he said, immediately deciding to move his usual meetings. Despite the power he wielded, he tried not to behave in an arbitrary fashion, but what was the point of that power if he couldn’t rearrange his schedule to accommodate his female? “Will you join me for the morning meal, Leslie?”

      “I would like that very much.” A radiant smile brightened her face. “But I think I’d better get dressed first.”

      He didn’t want her dressed. He wanted to start the day like this, with her bare-legged and sleepy—and preferably in his arms—but she was right.

      “As much as I hate to agree, you are undoubtedly correct.” He hesitated. “May I wait and accompany you?”

      “That would be nice,” she said shyly. “And it would save T’pral a trip.”

      “An important consideration.”

      She laughed and disappeared into the adjoining bathing room. He heard water running and immediately pictured her wet and naked. His cock pressed painfully against his pants and he gripped it impatiently. He was acting like the kind of hormonally challenged youth he’d never been allowed to be. The rough grasp of his fist did nothing to relieve the ache and he turned to her desk instead, hoping to distract himself with one of her medical texts.

      Unfortunately, the first one he picked up fell open to a treatise on Vulfar mating practices. He could all too easily envision Leslie as his partner in the mating act, her neck bare and vulnerable beneath his fangs, his swollen knot filling every inch of her sweet little cunt…

      He slammed the book down and picked up one on tropical diseases instead.

      A few minutes later, the door to the bathing room reopened and she emerged in a cloud of warm, sweet-smelling steam, giving him a puzzled look.

      “Did something fall down?”

      “No.”

      “That’s strange. I thought I heard something. Never mind. Is this better?”

      She had chosen typical Vulfar clothing—soft silk pants topped by a matching sleeveless tunic—in a pale blue that brought out the green in her eyes. The thin material clung deliciously to her lush curves, but he still preferred her previous outfit.

      “It is very nice,” he said stiffly, then suppressed a groan. He was a skilled diplomat and that was the best he could do?

      Before he could amend his words, she turned around to put down her brush and his mouth went dry. The clothing was designed to accommodate a Vulfar female’s tail—the pants were cut low across the hips and the back of the tunic flared open over them. But Leslie had no tail. Instead the outfit revealed the expanse of naked, vulnerable flesh from her waist to the upper swell of her buttocks.

      A Vulfar female could use her tail to smack away an unwanted suitor, but Leslie was defenseless. There was nothing to stop him from bending over the table, ripping away the fragile silk, and claiming her as his mate. Nothing except his own sense of honor and the knowledge that he could never hurt her.

      She turned back towards him, and she must have seen something in his expression because her eyes widened.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” The word came out as a growl, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Not at all. Are you ready?”

      “Yes. If you’re sure it’s not too late?”

      He suspected it was already far too late for him, but he knew that wasn’t what she meant.

      “I can think of no better way to spend my morning,” he said sincerely and led her to the door.
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      As Nisani escorted Leslie back to his quarters, his tail curved around her waist, sliding deliciously against her bare skin. His muscles tightened, but he did not remove his tail and she didn’t make any attempt to move away.

      She frequently wore Vulfar-style clothing but she’d never thought about the fact that they left her lower back exposed and vulnerable before. A little more than her back, she realized as the heavy weight of his tail rested on the sensitive upper curve of her ass. Desire washed over her—not the strange, heated arousal of the previous day but the desire she’d always felt in his presence.

      But now that she knew what it was like to kiss him, she wanted more. More kisses, more of his tail and his hands on her bare skin, more everything. She was even more sure that he wanted her, but…

      “You said it was complicated,” she said softly.

      He didn’t pretend to misunderstand.

      “Yes.”

      “Just because of my father?”

      “No. Because—”

      He fell quiet as they passed two Vulfar males who she vaguely recognized as members of the court. Nisani nodded when they bowed politely, but he didn’t stop to talk. Neither did he remove his tail from around her waist even though his muscles tensed again. He remained silent until they entered his breakfast room, and then he sighed.

      “And that is one of the complications. I’m afraid the fact that I was escorting you will be all over the palace. I should not have let my pleasure in your company overrule my judgment.”

      “Will that cause you difficulties?”

      “Me? To be seen escorting a beautiful female? Of course not. But I do not wish to expose you to gossip.”

      He seemed genuinely remorseful, but she shrugged.

      “Lillie and I have been the object of gossip since the day we were born. Female twins born to a Yehrin commander and a human female? Not to mention Daddy’s position and the fact that he already had one daughter.” Since she didn’t want to discuss the difficulties involved with the Yehrin producing female offspring, she hurried on, “I’m sure your sisters must also have fallen under the public eye.”

      “Unfortunately, although my father and I have done our best to protect them from such harassment. We did not want them to be upset.”

      Since his sisters had always struck her as strong, well-adjusted women, she suspected that they had accepted it just as she and Lillie had done, but she didn’t argue with him. Instead, she shrugged.

      “As my grandmother would have said, no point in worrying over spilled milk. In other words, it’s too late now so we might as well make the best of things,” she added at his confused look, and he laughed.

      “She sounds like a very wise female.”

      A lump appeared in her throat as she nodded. “She was amazing.”

      After he sent a quick message canceling another meeting, he encouraged her to tell him more about her grandmother and the rest of her family. He also shared some of Okami’s and his sisters’ adventures. As entertaining as they were, she couldn’t help noticing that he had always seen them from afar. Hadn’t he had any childhood escapades of his own?

      At last, he sighed and rose.

      “As much as I hate to bring our conversation to an end, I cannot escape the rest of my duties any longer.”

      Shooting a guilty look outside as she also stood, she realized it must be approaching midday.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have stayed so long.”

      “I wanted you to stay.”

      He was standing directly in front of her, and once again his tail slid around her waist. Her nipples tingled, thrusting against the thin silk of her tunic, and his gaze dropped to them. His tail tightened the barest fraction, urging her closer, and she obeyed. Once again her body rested lightly against his. Excitement hummed in her veins, not as frantic as the previous day but every bit as intense.

      “I should not do this,” he muttered, but his big hand also curved around her back, hot on her bare skin, and she felt the faint prickle of his claws.

      There was nothing to give her courage today, nothing except her own desire, but she shyly skimmed her hands up over his chest.

      “I’m not objecting.”

      He groaned and yanked her closer, that big, hard body just as thrilling against her soft curves as he started to lower his head.

      The ground jolted beneath them in a short, intense tremor, and they both froze.

      “What was—”

      Before she could finish her question, an alarm sounded, a glaring klaxon that made her wince.

      “Wait here,” he ordered, striding to the door just as Zord hurried in.

      “You need to come with me now, sire.”

      “Why? What’s happening?”

      “The seismic alarms went off. It may be a natural occurrence, but it could be something more. You need to go to the safe room immediately.”

      “Nonsense. I have no intention of fleeing some theoretical danger.” He returned to her side, tugging her towards the door. “But you should take Leslie to safety.”

      “I am taking you—both of you,” Zord added, after a quick look at Nisani’s face.

      “I will not leave my people leaderless.”

      “Which is exactly why you will go to the safe room, even if I have to carry you there.”

      “You can try,” Nisani growled.

      “I’m sure Zord is right,” she said quickly. “Can you monitor the situation from there?”

      “He can.” Zord put a hand on Nisani’s arm. “It is your duty, my friend.”

      Nisani growled again but he stopped arguing, tucking her against his side as they hurried through an inner door and into a study, then down several flights of stairs before halting in front of a blank wall. He pressed his hand against a concealed panel and it slid aside to reveal a surprisingly ordinary looking room.

      ‘I will report back as soon as possible,” Zord said, urging them inside.

      She could tell Nisani still wasn’t convinced but she retained her grip on his hand until the door closed behind Zord and he didn’t pull away. Nisani immediately strode over to a bank of monitors on one wall, bringing them to life. Various scenes around the palace appeared on the screens. People seemed confused but not panicked, and he growled.

      “This is ridiculous. I should be out there, not trapped in here.”

      The room was nice enough, with some comfortable furniture in addition to the desk and the monitor wall, but she was very aware of the fact that there weren’t any windows or any other way to exit the room.

      “Trapped?”

      Her voice sounded shaky even in her own ears, and he stopped studying the screens long enough to pull her close.

      “There’s an automatic one-hour lock on the door, but as soon as the hour passes, I can release it from within here.”

      “I suppose an hour isn’t that long.”

      “Not at all.” He took a deep breath, then sat down in front of the desk, pulling her onto his lap as his tail curved comfortingly around her waist. “And I could not ask for better company.”

      “Me either.”

      He hugged her with one arm as he reached forward to open the communication console.

      “Zord, is the rest of my family safe?”

      “Yes, sire. The disturbance did not reach beyond the palace grounds.”

      “Which makes it unlikely to be a natural event,” she pointed out and he gave her a startled look.

      “Lady Leslie is right,” Zord agreed. “A true seismic disturbance would have diminished with distance, not simply disappeared.”

      “But you have no idea of the cause?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “You have one hour to find out before I get out of here,” Nisani said grimly. “Keep me informed.”

      “Yes, sire.”

      Before he could end the call, she leaned forward.

      “Zord, can you ask someone to let T’pral know that I’m safe? I’m sure he must be worried.”

      “Of course, Lady Leslie. I will tell him you’re in the safest possible hands.”

      There was the faintest hint of amusement in Zord’s voice before the line went dead, and Nisani sighed.

      “At this rate, there won’t be a single person in the palace who is unaware of our involvement.”

      “Are we involved?” she asked shyly.

      “Can you doubt it?” He cupped her cheek in a massive hand. “But the complications remain. It might be best if we limited ourselves to coffee and conversation.”

      “What are the other complications? Besides gossip? And my father, of course.”

      Before he could answer her, messages began scrolling across the lower monitors. He sighed again and reached for the keyboard. She started to climb out of his lap but his tail tightened.

      “Stay with me. At least for now.”

      “All right,” she agreed and settled back to watch.

      The messages echoed the scenes on the monitors, concern but not panic. One or two of his advisors were clearly looking for an enemy to blame, but he responded soothingly to their concerns. There was no further disturbance, and after perhaps half an hour passed, the initial surge of communication started to die away.

      Even though he’d been focused on the messages, his tail had started to lightly caress the bare skin of her waist in a teasing, tormenting touch, and she was increasingly aware of the ridge of his erection beneath her. Coffee and conversation, my foot. He clearly wanted more—and so did she.

      She suspected that one of the complications he had yet to mention was the fact that there was no future for them. His people would undoubtedly expect him to wed a Vulfar bride. Her chest ached at the thought, but that theoretical bride was in the future. For now, he was here with her and they were as alone as they were ever going to be.

      “I was thinking,” she said softly, adjusting her position so that his cock rested snugly between her cheeks.

      “What were you thinking, love?”

      “That we’re alone. With nothing to do.”

      She raised her hands, her nails trailing lightly across his skin. They weren’t Yehrin claws but they were sharper and stronger than human nails, and his cock jerked as she kneaded them against his shoulders. He put a big hand on her waist, his thumb brushing the sensitive underside of her breast.

      “Indeed. Did you have a suggestion as to how we could pass the time?”

      Gathering her courage, she covered his hand with hers and urged it higher, high enough to close around her breast.

      “I want you, Nisani.”

      She could see the hesitation on his face, even as his hand massaged her breast, sending delightful shivers of sensation down her spine.

      “We should talk.”

      “Why don’t we do that later? I think we should take advantage of the fact that we’re not going to be interrupted.”

      “A valid argument,” he agreed, but he still seemed conflicted.

      “We could just kiss,” she suggested innocently. “I understand if you’re afraid to do more than that.”

      “Afraid?”

      The expected look of outrage appeared on his face, and she waited expectantly. Then his face softened and her heart sank.

      “Clever girl,” he said, and kissed her.

      Oh, yes. His mouth devoured hers as eagerly as it had the preceding day—demanding, possessive, hungry—and she responded the same way, clinging to him as that rough, wonderful tongue awakened all of her senses. His scent surrounded her, leather and spice and…

      A sudden wave of dizziness made her tense, and he immediately lifted his head.

      “I did not mean to scare you,” he began, but she interrupted him.

      “It’s not that. There’s a strange scent. Cloying and very sweet.”

      He swore and spun the chair around. They both spotted it at the same time—a faint white mist seeping from the vents high on the walls.

      “Some kind of gas,” he said grimly. “We have to get out of here.”

      “But you said the door was on a timed lock.” She did her best to keep her voice calm even though rising panic made her pulse race.

      “There’s an alternative.”

      Keeping her tucked beneath his body, he pulled her behind the couch and pressed his hand against the wall. Another panel slid back to reveal a tall, elongated oval that reminded her uneasily of a coffin.

      “What’s that?”

      “An escape pod. It will carry you through to a hidden command center.” He pressed a catch and the front opened up to reveal a padded interior. “Get in.”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “Another one will slide into place behind this.”

      His voice sounded oddly distant in her ears, and as he tried to urge her into the capsule, he swayed.

      “We don’t have time, Nisani. We both need to go. Right now.”

      Despite knowing that the situation was urgent, her voice sounded lazy and slurred.

      He slowly shook his head. “You first.”

      “No, together.”

      Keeping her hand on his tail she half-stepped, half-stumbled into the capsule. He tried to pull back, but his own balance had been affected and he stumbled after her, his heavy body landing against hers.

      “Close…it…Nisani,” she managed to gasp, and his hand lifted.

      The top of the pod slid smoothly back into place, sealing them into the small space. The capsule jerked, throwing her against him as it accelerated. Her head still spinning from the sweet gas, all she could do was cling to him and try to stay awake as they hurtled into the darkness.
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      Nisani fought to remain conscious, taking deep breaths of the filtered air in the capsule until his head started to clear. His body didn’t want to obey him, but he managed to wedge himself against one side to allow Leslie a little more room. The capsules were not designed for two.

      She was also breathing hard, her chest rising and falling against his, and eventually she managed a question.

      “Where are we going?”

      The escape pod was designed to convey him rapidly to a secret command center deep in the mountains behind the city, but as he started to answer her he realized that they had been traveling far longer than it would have taken to reach it.

      “There is an underground facility in the mountains,” he said carefully, determined not to worry her.

      “Why do I suspect there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      How had she known? Before he could decide how to respond, there was a sudden flicker and the dim glow of the interior lighting vanished. She gasped, her hands clenching on his shirt.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure.” Which worried him more than he cared to admit. “Perhaps the previous disturbance also affected the electronics.”

      “Maybe,” she said, but she gripped him even tighter, her sharp little nails digging into his chest.

      Despite everything, his body tried to respond to that tantalizing touch. His shaft stiffened although not as enthusiastically as usual in her presence, and he heard her breath catch.

      “Now, Nisani?”

      “You are very close to me.”

      “I’m sorry. I just don’t like enclosed spaces—and the darkness makes it worse.”

      She tried to pull away the small distance permitted by the capsule, but he tightened his grip.

      “Do not apologize. Your presence is a delightful distraction.”

      Her body settled against him as she sighed.

      “You’re worried, aren’t you?”

      “I am… concerned, but you are perfectly safe with me.”

      “I’m not worried about myself,” she said tartly. “I am concerned, as you put it, about all the people we left behind. Although unless the entire palace was gassed - which seems unlikely - it seems more likely that it was aimed at you.”

      “I have been considering that,” he admitted.

      “Someone put a lot of time into this. They had to trigger the initial disturbance in order to get you to the safe room, which meant they also had to know about the room and have enough access to it to send the gas there. I hate to say it, but I think you might have a traitor in your midst.”

      Her quick—and he suspected accurate—assessment startled him, and then he smiled into the darkness.

      “I tend to forget that you grew up in a similar political atmosphere.”

      “I did. And although most Yehrin behave with honor, there are always those who would betray that honor. Do you have any suspicions as to who might have betrayed you?”

      “No. I would trust Zord with my life—more importantly, with your life. And most of my other advisors are family or have been in their positions for as long as I can remember.”

      “What about Clan Fuchon?” she asked, her voice carefully neutral. “Do you think that’s why Okami took Lillie there?”

      “I’m sure they are fine,” he said automatically, and those sharp little nails poked him again.

      “Stop saying things just to try and make me feel better.”

      Wasn’t that his duty? Hadn’t he heard his father say similar things to his mother on many occasions?

      “I don’t wish to worry you.”

      “I get a lot more worried when I think you’re hiding something. Please tell me the truth—do you think Clan Fuchon is behind this?”

      “It’s difficult to see how they could be. Their activities have been restricted, and no one from their clan is close to me.”

      “And Okami’s trip?”

      He remembered his previous suggestion to Zord.

      “I think it’s more likely he had a personal score to settle.”

      “With the female who betrayed him?”

      “So you know about that as well?”

      “Of course.” She sighed. “Anai was quite right, you know. I’m not as innocent as you seem to think.”

      Before he could respond, a loud crack filled the capsule, followed by a harsh scraping noise that made it sound as if the outer surface was being torn away. Another crack and then the ground seemed to fall away beneath them. He knew they were falling and yanked Leslie harder against his chest, hoping the padded interior of the capsule would be enough to protect them. She panted against his neck, her hands gripping him tightly, but she didn’t make a sound.

      They hit the ground hard, and the capsule bounced a few times before speeding down what felt like a long descent. The fact that they were wedged so closely helped—there was simply no room for their bodies to be thrown around—but he did his best to brace them before the capsule finally slammed into something and came to a halt. A dazed silence filled the capsule.

      “Why do I suspect we’re not at your command center?” Leslie asked eventually, her voice shaky.

      “Because you are a very intelligent female.”

      He fumbled in the dark for the release catch, breathing a sigh of relief when the top of the pod opened and sunlight flooded the interior. The light was reassuringly normal, but their surroundings were not. The capsule was wedged against a rocky outcropping halfway down a heavily wooded mountainside. From the angle of the sun and the position of the mountains, he realized they must have emerged on the other side of the mountain range—a very, very long way from the palace.

      “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” Leslie murmured, sitting up next to him.

      “Kansas?”

      “Just an old expression. Where are we?”

      “I believe we traveled through the mountains. Which means we are most likely in Clan Bukona lands,” he added, frowning.

      “Is that bad?”

      “Inconvenient is probably more accurate. They are one of the four original warrior clans and they have a… distaste for modern life.”

      “Which means we don’t have a way to phone home?” She waved a hand at his confused look. “I meant they don’t use modern technology.”

      “That’s not entirely true, although they do restrict it. But it doesn’t matter. I will contact Zord and ask him to arrange for our extraction.”

      He pulled his communicator from his belt, but the screen remained dark. Annoying, but the capsule also had a beacon. He climbed free, his legs unusually weak, then turned to assist Leslie. She hopped out far more easily, then watched as he bent down over the controls.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked when he frowned. “And don’t tell me nothing.”

      He still hesitated for a second, then shrugged.

      “None of the electronics in the capsule are working, including the emergency beacon. Neither is my communicator.”

      She tilted her head, considering the matter, then nodded.

      “That must have been when the lights went out. Could whoever did this have set up some kind of electronic pulse?”

      “Perhaps, although it’s more likely that one of my ancestors set it up as a way to avoid detection.”

      Her eyes widened. “You mean no one knows we’re here?”

      “I’m sure—” She gave him a warning look, and he sighed. “No, I don’t believe so. As you so accurately pointed out, this is not the command center. Zord will look for us, but I don’t know how many tunnels there are in the mountains. Without a beacon, we will not be easy to find.”

      He gestured at the thick vegetation surrounding them. The traces of the capsule’s headlong descent would be almost impossible to detect except from ground level.

      “I believe our only alternative is to search for a village.” He didn’t mention that the Bukona villages were widely scattered and would not be easy to find. “It may take a day or two.”

      He braced himself for her reaction, ready to pull her into his arms and comfort her, but she only nodded.

      “I agree. Do we have any survival equipment?”

      He blinked at the calm response, then laughed and tugged her into his arms.

      “You are an amazing female, love.”

      She smiled up at him, so pretty in the sunlight that he couldn’t help kissing her. She responded eagerly, her soft curves melting against him, and he had to force himself to step back. He swayed as he did and she put an anxious hand on his arm.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He refused to give in to any lingering physical weakness. She didn’t look as if she believed him, but she didn’t argue, turning back to search the capsule for supplies. He joined her but both the search and the results were disappointingly limited—a small medical kit, a thin square containing a survival blanket, and a metal container for water. He also had the knife on his belt and the one in his boot, a firestarter, and a compact multitool.

      “I’m afraid this is all I have to contribute,” she said, showing him her own small knife.

      “You carry a weapon?”

      “Of course. You remember Lizabet, don’t you?”

      “The human negotiator with Yehrin and Icluthian mates? Of course.”

      “She thought we should know how to defend ourselves. She even had her mate Hisst teach us how to use the knife.” She rolled her eyes. “Most of my father’s warriors don’t understand why a female would ever need to defend herself.”

      “They are correct. A female should always be protected.”

      “Don’t be naïve, Nisani. Things happen that are outside of our control.”

      Naïve? Before he could express his outrage, she slid her knife back into a concealed pocket and gave him a sunny smile.

      “Which way do we go? Downhill?”

      Her question reminded him that there were more important matters to address, and he did another quick survey of their surroundings. Although also thick with vegetation, the land sloped sharply away below them and he shook his head.

      “Eventually, yes, but I think we would be better off following this ledge along the side of the mountain first. There may be an easier path.”

      “All right. You’re the boss.”

      “I am not convinced of that,” he muttered as he gathered up the rest of their meager supplies, then smiled when she laughed.
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      At first the path along the rocky ledge wasn’t difficult, and Nisani found himself surprisingly grateful. The lingering weakness in his muscles concerned him, even though Leslie did not seem to be affected. She walked easily at his side, studying their surroundings with her bright, curious gaze and asking him about the various plants.

      “You don’t seem to mind being in the wilderness,” he said.

      “I grew up in the mountains. My parents had a very impressive house in the city as well, but I always thought of the mountains as our real home. Did you spend any time out here?”

      “Very little. I had survival training, of course, and learned to hunt, but my father thought learning about my other duties was more important once I understood the basics.”

      “What was he like?”

      “He was a good male. Strict, but not unkind. He made sure I was well equipped to care for my people.”

      “And who cares for you?” she asked softly.

      “That is not important.”

      “What about your mother?”

      “I would never have concerned her with my problems. She was very delicate.”

      “Delicate? With five children and, from what Shemai has told me, extensive duties with a wide range of charitable organizations?”

      “My father often urged her to cut back on her social engagements,” he said stiffly.

      “Social engagements?” She gave him an incredulous look. “Mama does a lot of charitable work and that’s exactly what it is—very demanding work. It seems to me that your mother was a very strong woman who raised three very strong daughters.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Don’t I?” She shook her head. “I understand that you’re as bad as the Yehrin, and with even less reason.”

      She stalked off ahead of him as he stared after her, some of the things his sisters had said over the years echoing in his ears. Could Leslie be right? For as long as he could remember, his father had impressed on him that his mother and sisters were delicate creatures who needed protection and he’d never thought to question it.

      But this is not the time. He pushed the thought aside and hurried after her, catching her hand and urging her to halt beneath a tree overhanging the ledge.

      “I did not mean to offend you.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “But I’ve spent my life surrounded by overprotective people. Even Lillie thinks she has to look out for me.”

      “I protect Okami as well.”

      Her lips tipped up in a wry smile.

      “And how is that working out?” Before he could answer, she took his hand. “One of the reasons I wanted to come to Vulfar was to escape the bubble everyone tried to put around me. If you love someone, you have to allow them the freedom to make their own mistakes.”

      “But that was not the only reason?”

      She looked up at him, her eyes huge and mysterious in the shade of the tree.

      “I think you know it wasn’t.”

      He reached for her, but as he did, a bird squawked in the branches overhead. She jumped and stumbled backwards, her foot catching on a root as the dirt started to crumble. He tried to grab her, but his weakened muscles betrayed him as the ground gave way. She gave a startled cry, and somehow he managed to pull her into his arms, wrapping his body around her as much as possible as they went tumbling down the mountainside.

      They slid more than fell, branches slapping at them as they careened down the damp, muddy slope. They collided with a tree, but he couldn’t grab hold of it in time to halt their fall. They slid even further before they hit another tree. A spike of agony went through his arm, but he managed to hold on this time. The world spun for an endless moment before he finally forced himself to release his grip on his female.

      “Leslie! Leslie, are you all right?” he asked frantically, running his hands over her.

      “I’m fine.” Her face was pale, her clothes muddy, and he could see scratches on her delicate skin, but she managed to smile up at him. “I guess that’s one way to make it to the bottom of the mountain.”

      Filled with relief and remorse, he pulled her closer.

      “I’m sorry I allowed you to be injured.”

      “I said I’m fine. It’s just a few scratches and I heal very quickly.” She brushed a quick kiss to his lips and sat up. “And I think I hear water.”

      He could hear it too now that his ears had stopped ringing. He started to assist her to her feet, but his legs did not respond as quickly as hers and she gave him a worried look.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Of course.” He carefully kept his injured arm facing away from her, hoping that the dark color of his shirt would conceal the blood he could feel dripping from the wound. “Let’s find the water.”

      Fortunately it was not far—a wide, shallow stream that tumbled down over a rocky bed. Leslie dipped her hand in the water and shuddered.

      “Brr. I should have known a mountain stream would be cold.”

      “I will build a fire and heat the water,” he said quickly.

      She looked up at the sky overhead, then shook her head.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary. It’s still early in the afternoon and it’s warm enough. I’ll dry.”

      Before he could object, she slid down off the rock into the stream. It barely reached her waist, but he scrambled after her as she ducked beneath the surface. He reached her just as she stood back up, laughing and shivering at the same time.

      “Damn, that’s cold.”

      “You should not have endangered your health this way.”

      “Don’t be silly. A little cold water never hurt anyone.”

      Ignoring his anxiety, she put her arms around his waist and smiled up at him. A shaft of sunlight illuminated her face, her long dark hair streaming down across her shoulders, and he couldn’t help smiling.

      “You look like one of the miizu, the water spirits that haunt the streams.”

      Her smile turned slow and seductive.

      “But I’m not a spirit, I’m a real woman.”

      “Very real,” he agreed, his gaze traveling down over her.

      The water had rendered the thin silk of the clothing translucent, and he could clearly see the taut peaks of her breasts, framed by what appeared to be another garment beneath her tunic.

      “What is this?” he asked, tracing his fingers along the delicate edge.

      “My bra?” She arched into his touch as he shook his head. “It’s a type of undergarment.”

      When he shook his head again, she lifted her tunic to reveal the second garment—an even thinner scrap of silk and wire that presented her luscious breasts to his avid gaze.

      “Why are you wearing this?” he demanded. “Who is it for?”

      “It isn’t for anyone. Don’t Vulfar females wear bras?”

      “No.” His voice sounded hoarse in his own ears. “It is most… enticing.”

      Unable to resist, he cupped his hands over the wet silk. She shivered and pressed closer, her nipples thrusting into his palms. He adjusted his grip so he could grasp the tempting little peaks, rolling them between his fingers as she swayed towards him. His cock ached, hard and throbbing despite the icy water.

      “Mmm. You feel so good. So warm.”

      He tugged harder and she moaned, but then her words penetrated. What was he doing keeping her in the stream? He gave her one last caress, then forced himself to step back. Her eyes were heavy with pleasure, her nipples pink and swollen, and he had to clench his fists to stop himself from reaching for her again.

      “The water is too cold to linger, little miizu.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” She started to climb out, then gave him a puzzled look. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “I need to wash as well.” And tend to the wound on his arm that was beginning to throb painfully.

      “All right, but hurry up—in case I need more warming.”

      He stumbled, and she laughed. Swearing under his breath, he turned his back to her and examined his arm. The branch had torn a long, ragged gash in his flesh that was still slowly seeping blood. It was an ugly wound but it was not life threatening, and he tied the sleeve of his shirt back in place as best he could before going to join her.

      She had pulled her tunic back in place although it was still too damp to offer much concealment. Now that she was out of the water, he could also see a thin line curving around her hip. Was she wearing another enticing garment on her lower half—one that framed the perfect curves of her luscious ass? His cock jerked at the thought, but he reluctantly abandoned his desire to find out.

      “I think we should make as much progress as possible before nightfall.”

      She tilted her head, then nodded.

      “I suppose you’re right. I assume we’re going downstream?”

      “Yes. A Bukona village would be located close to a water source. Hopefully we will encounter one but if not, the stream will lead us to the lowlands.”

      She nodded, and they set off.

      The banks of the stream were not always easy to follow, and several times they ended up back in the water as they passed through some difficult areas, but they made steady progress. Leslie never complained, moving with surprising ease through the rough terrain. He derived a good deal of pleasure not only from watching her but answering her questions about the surrounding plants and wildlife.

      The thought of what might be happening back at the palace concerned him, but there was nothing he could do about it and he managed to push it aside. The pain in his arm and the continuing weakness in other muscles were not so easy to ignore but he did his best. Perhaps he was not as successful as he hoped. When they reached a place where the bank expanded out into a flat mossy area at the base of some large boulders, Leslie came to a halt.

      “This looks like a good campsite.”

      He hesitated. She was correct, but…

      “We have at least another hour of daylight. Unless you’re tired?”

      “A little, perhaps. I’m more concerned about why you’re walking so slowly and what’s wrong with your arm.”

      “There’s nothing wrong—” he began, then stopped at her glare. “I injured it in the fall, but it will be fine.”

      “Let me see.”

      “It is not a sight for a delicate female.”

      She drew back as if he’d slapped her, then her eyes narrowed as her hands went to her hips.

      “Are you insane? You do remember that I’m training to be a doctor, don’t you? Now stop arguing and give me that arm.”

      He suppressed his reluctance and obeyed, silently handing her the medical kit. She bent over the wound, tending to it swiftly and professionally, her pretty mouth in a tight line.

      “You’re going to need stitches. And don’t you dare tell me you don’t,” she added fiercely.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, wincing as she started a row of small, neat stitches.

      “You should be.”

      “I told you my father raised me to protect those I ca… those weaker than myself.”

      “There are many different types of weakness. I’m sure you’re much stronger than I am, but don’t ever mistake a lack of physical strength for weakness.”

      “It is my honor to protect you,” he said quietly, and she sighed as she wrapped a bandage around her handiwork.

      “Can’t it be my honor to protect you too?”

      Without giving him a chance to respond, she jumped to her feet.

      “Now let’s see about getting this camp set up.”
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      An hour later, Leslie looked around their campsite with a satisfied nod. Although perhaps calling it a campsite was somewhat of an exaggeration. The survival blanket had been spread on the moss at the base of the rocks. A small fire blazed merrily in front of it, with the fish Nisani had caught speared on branches above it. That was it, but really, what else did they need?

      A better medical scanner. The thought slipped into her mind as she went to join Nisani. She was still worried about him. It wasn’t so much the injury on his arm but the fact that he seemed… different. He was moving slower, and even though he’d managed to catch the fish with no more than a sharp stick, she could tell that he’d been frustrated by the time it had taken him.

      “Are the fish ready?” she asked as she joined him, and he gave her an amused look.

      “I told you that they’re not fish.”

      She knew he was right—they were about a foot long with far too many legs on each side—but it was easier to think of them as fish than giant water bugs.

      “If you want me to eat them, then you’ll stop telling me that.”

      He laughed and put his arm around her, his tail curving comfortably across her lap. Surrounded by the warmth of his big body, it was easy to dismiss her concerns.

      “Very well, little miizu. Fish they are.”

      “Thank you.”

      Running the fluffy tip of his tail absently through her fingers, she stared into the fire.

      “I wonder what Lillie is doing,” she said, but it was no more than an idle question.

      “Are you concerned?”

      “Not really. I think I would know if she were in trouble.”

      “No more unexplained arousal?” he asked. His voice was gently teasing, but the green sparks in his eyes were not.

      “No—only very explainable arousal.”

      She flicked his tail lightly back and forth across her nipples, shivering at the resulting sensation, and the hunger in his eyes intensified.

      “Did I explain that the miizu have also been known to seduce males? Tempting them deep into the waters?”

      He pushed his tail aside, replacing it with his hand, and her eyes fluttered closed. Damn. Every time he touched her, it felt better than the last time.

      “Do I tempt you, Nisani?” she whispered.

      “More than you can possibly know.” He hesitated, then dropped his hand. “But now it is time to eat.”

      Hmph. That was the second time that day he had gotten her aroused, then pulled away. She was determined there would not be a third time.

      He pulled the skewers off the fire and showed her how to remove the thin shell. To her relief, the meat inside was white and sweet with a mild fish taste. As soon as she started eating, she realized how hungry she was and she eagerly devoured two of the creatures. He consumed two as well and offered her a third. She insisted that he take it, watching in sleepy contentment as he stripped the meat from the shell.

      “How did you know how to catch the fish?”

      “My father believed that a ruler should know how to do many things, including survival techniques. He brought me to the Bukona lands.”

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Very much.” Now it was his turn to look into the fire. “I would have liked to return, but once I mastered the skills he wished me to learn, there were other lessons instead.”

      “Did you ever have a chance to just have fun?”

      “Rarely,” he admitted. “But I was not unhappy, miizu. I always knew this was my destiny and I wished to be prepared.”

      “How does it feel now? Knowing that you are away from all of that responsibility?”

      He stared into the fire and she didn’t think he was going to answer her, but eventually he looked over at her.

      “Freeing,” he admitted. “But I suspect the real reason I can enjoy this is because you are with me.”

      A lump threatened to appear in her throat, but she smiled at him and held out her arms.

      “Then why don’t we enjoy that freedom while we can?”

      She knew he wanted to, but she also knew that despite his words, the weight of his responsibilities still lay heavy on his shoulders. The conflict was clearly visible on his face, but then he smiled and stretched out on the blanket next to her.

      “I see your clothing has dried. Your special clothing is no longer visible.”

      Despite his words, his fingers unerringly traced the outline of her bra, circling her breasts, as he kissed her neck. The rough heat of his tongue sent an excited shiver through her body.

      “Maybe you should check and make sure it’s dry as well.”

      He didn’t hesitate, yanking her tunic over her head with a flash of his usual speed.

      “I very much approve of this custom,” he murmured, repeating his previous journey, his big finger warm against her skin. “You are both concealed and revealed.”

      His thumb brushed across a taut peak and she gasped. He tugged at it as he had earlier, the firm pressure like an electric line straight to her clit, then closed his mouth over it, shockingly hot and wet, as she dug her nails into his mane. He growled approvingly, and then scraped his fangs delicately across the sensitive flesh, the slight sting pushing her over into an unexpected climax.

      He lifted his head, his mouth curved in a look of pure male satisfaction.

      “Very revealing.” His hand traveled down over her bare stomach to the low waistline of her pants, stroking teasingly along the edge before dipping lower to the thin strap of her panties. “Is your other special garment as delightful?”

      He was leaning over her, the massive width of his shoulders blocking out the night, but the firelight catching sparks in his thick mane. His green eyes glowed in the darkness, so alien and yet so familiar, and she knew she’d been waiting her whole life for this moment.

      “I think you should see for yourself,” she whispered.

      This time he didn’t yank her clothes away. He slid her pants slowly down her legs, his fingers trailing along her skin and awakening nerves she didn’t even know she had. He kept his eyes on his task until it was complete and only then did he focus on the area between her legs.

      He ran a delicate claw down the delicate white silk of her panties, and she cried out, already on the verge of climax.

      “Responsive little miizu,” he purred, repeating the gesture.

      The thin barrier only seemed to increase the erotic sensation, and she parted her legs, silently urging him to move lower. He complied, stroking across her folds before pressing his thumb firmly against her clit. Stars appeared in her vision, her whole body quivering, but her climax hovered just out of reach.

      “Nisani, please.”

      He lowered his head, the heat of his mouth a fiery pleasure against her swollen flesh, but this time he was not content to keep the barrier between them. He yanked her panties aside and swept the length of her slit with that rough, wonderful tongue. She cried out as he reached her clit, her nails digging into his shoulders as shudders of pleasure wracked her body. He growled again, the vibration adding to her excitement, and lapped at her arousal until her body finally stilled.

      His eyes glowed as he looked up at her.

      “I have never tasted anything sweeter. I could feast on you for days.”

      “All right,” she agreed weakly, and his lips curved.

      “But perhaps…”

      A big finger probed gently at her entrance, and the languor that had swept over her disappeared. Her body tightened, but she was so wet he simply slid into her. They both groaned.

      “So tight and perfect.”

      He started a rhythmic motion as he whispered words of praise, and her arousal began to climb again. But then he started to add a second digit and the overwhelming stretch made her gasp. He froze, his eyes darkening.

      “You are untouched?”

      “No, I’m not. You’re touching me.” His finger had stopped moving, and she lifted her hips impatiently. “I want your touch, Nisani.”

      “I should not,” he growled, but he resumed the slow, rhythmic strokes as his tail came up to sweep across her breasts.

      The combination added to her building arousal, but it wasn’t quite enough.

      “More,” she demanded, and his eyes glowed.

      “You are leading me into dangerous waters, miizu.”

      Despite his words, he brought the second finger back to her entrance, working it carefully into her tight body. The slight burning stretch had her clinging eagerly to his shoulders, and then he curled his fingers inside her and a second climax rushed over her as she cried out his name.

      He stroked her gently until the last shudder died away, then moved up next to her on the blanket. She gave him a sleepy smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “I should thank you for allowing me to touch you.” He studied her, his eyes gleaming with a softer light. “You are very beautiful, Leslie.”

      “So are you. Although you’re wearing too many clothes.” She ran her hand along the edge of his pants, the same way he had touched her earlier. “Can’t I see you as well?”

      “I do not think that would be wise.”

      He groaned as she found the head of his cock, pushing past his pants. The head wasn’t round like a human cock, but angled from a thick base to a narrower head. She ran her thumb over it, gathering up the thick pearls of liquid, then brought her thumb to her mouth.

      “Mmm. They don’t cover that in the textbooks.”

      The green sparks appeared again as he watched her suck away the liquid, but his shoulders shook with laughter.

      “Were you conducting research, little miizu?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, resisting the urge to look away from him.

      “Why?”

      “Because I wanted to know what it would be like to… be with you. But this is much better than I imagined.”

      He groaned and kissed her. She knew he must have been able to taste himself, but he didn’t seem to care, exploring her mouth with the same hungry passion as always. Her sleepiness vanished as she returned his kiss, arching impatiently against his body as he covered her. The thick ridge of his erection lodged perfectly between her legs, more liquid heat easing his way as he rocked back and forth.

      She tried to free his erection but he caught her hands, holding them against his chest as the head of his cock slipped beneath the thin silk of her panties, pulling the fabric directly against the sensitive nub. His other hand gripped her hip as his speed increased, not entering her but grinding against her with each stroke. Then he roared, his hand clenching on her ass as a flood of hot liquid covered her swollen clit and sent her soaring into another overwhelming climax.

      As soon as she stopped shaking, she tugged impatiently on her hands. He released them at once, but before he could do something stupid like apologize, she threw them around his neck and hugged him.

      “Much, much better than I imagined.”

      She felt the vibration of his laugh against her chest and smiled as she let exhaustion take over.
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      Nisani knew he should feel guilty, but how could he when his female rested so happily in his arms?

      Happily, and innocently, he thought as he carefully disentangled their bodies. It had never occurred to him that she would be untouched. But if she had chosen to remain that way until now, he would not abuse her trust.

      She murmured a sleepy protest when he moved away, but he couldn’t leave her covered in his seed, no matter how much he relished the sight of the golden liquid gleaming on her pale flesh. He removed his shirt and regretfully wiped it away.

      After a brief hesitation, he also slipped her special garment down her legs. Their combined scents lingered on the fabric, and he wished he could keep it forever. Instead, he carried it to the stream and washed it along with his own clothing. When he returned, she had shifted onto her side, and he could clearly see the imprint of his grip on the lush curve of her ass.

      Once again he knew he should feel guilty, but all he could summon was satisfaction at seeing his mark on her. Unfortunately, it would fade all too quickly. A mating bite would not fade. The thought sprang unbidden to his mind, but once it was there, he couldn’t erase it. Her neck was also exposed by her position, and it would be so easy to gather her into his arms, to kiss the delicate flesh, to bring her to climax as he marked her as his forever.

      He had thought himself drained, but his shaft immediately stiffened at the thought.

      I cannot.

      Even if he could dismiss the thought of her father and the fragile peace with the Yehrin, how could he ignore what would be best for her? She clearly preferred a quiet life pursuing her studies, not the constant public demands on the consort of the ruler. Despite his father’s best efforts to protect his mother, she had pushed aside her own needs, ignoring the signs that she was ill until it was too late. Her death had broken his father and made him more determined than ever to protect those he cared for.

      He stroked a finger down her silken cheek, and she smiled in her sleep, nestling into his touch. His chest ached as he settled back down next to her and pulled her into his arms. He didn’t expect to sleep but the weariness he’d been fighting all day pulled him under.

      He woke to soft little fingers stroking his cock and looked down to see Leslie studying his response as she tightened her grip.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Comparing you to my textbook.”

      Her teasing look was almost too much for his self-control, but he reluctantly pulled her hand away. When she tried to reach for him with her other hand, he grabbed it as well and lifted both hands over her head. It was a mistake. Her breasts arched towards him, the lush curves of her body an almost unbearable temptation.

      “If you didn’t want me to look, you should have kept your clothes on.”

      Her eyes sparkled in the morning light. Morning light? He looked around the clearing and realized that the sun was well above the horizon. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d slept past daybreak. He must have been more tired than he realized.

      “I intended to get dressed before you woke,” he admitted.

      “I didn’t mind.”

      She tugged against his grip experimentally, and he saw her nipples bead beneath her special garment. The fact that it was the only thing she was wearing only added to the appeal—as did his certainty that she enjoyed his restraint. With her hands above her head, the rest of her body was completely available to him, lush and perfect and unbearably tempting.

      He heard her breath catch as he started to lower his head towards her, but as he did, a sudden wave of dizziness swept over him.

      “Nisani, what’s wrong?” The teasing note vanished, replaced by concern.

      “Nothing. I must have slept too long.”

      He released her hands and sat up, keeping his back to her as he took a few slow, careful breaths.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m fine. Although I do miss our breakfast table.”

      He managed to keep his voice light, and she gave him a relieved smile.

      “Me too.”

      “We should continue our journey. I can look for food along the way.”

      She gave him a skeptical look.

      “You mean like roots and leaves?”

      “I’ll try and find something a little more enticing.”

      He rose, grateful that his legs didn’t buckle, and carefully pulled her to her feet. She smiled up at him and he allowed himself one far too brief kiss before turning her towards her clothes.

      “Now get dressed, my tempting little miizu.”

      She sighed but obeyed. As she bent to pick up her pants, he saw to his regret that his suspicions of the previous night were correct—no trace of his hand lingered on the soft white flesh. Fighting down the impulse to replace the mark, he went to dress.

      True to his word, he managed to find a late fruiting bush with enough berries to provide a minimal meal. But the food didn’t help as much as he had hoped. Weakness washed over him several times throughout the day, although he thought he managed to conceal it from her. By the time the late afternoon rays were slanting through the woods, exhaustion was creeping over him again.

      He was about to suggest stopping for the day when he spotted the traps. The stream had gradually widened as they followed it down the mountain side, growing faster and deeper, but it narrowed again here. The colorful floats bobbing on the surface indicated where traps had been placed in the current. He immediately came to a halt, then pulled Leslie back into the trees with him as he checked for the presence of others.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “You see those markers? The river is being fished here, which means we are close to a village.”

      “Isn’t that what we want?”

      No. The answer popped into his mind with shocking certainty. He wasn’t ready for his time with her to be over, wasn’t ready to go back to the never-ending stream of responsibilities, alone again. But he could no more abandon his duties than he could stop breathing.

      “Yes,” he said instead. “But until I find out what happened at the palace, it would be well to be cautious.”

      “Do you want me to scout ahead?” she asked. He couldn’t suppress his smile and she frowned up at him. “Why is that funny? At least no one is going to recognize me.”

      “I don’t believe that anyone will recognize me either,” he said ruefully, looking down at his torn and dirty clothing. “But it is out of the question. I would never permit you to go alone.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Permit me?”

      He quickly took refuge in a rational explanation.

      “Miizu, you are a female—one who is clearly not Vulfar—traveling alone in the wilderness. Do you not think that will cause questions?”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” she agreed, and he suppressed a sigh of relief. “What do you think we should do?”

      He considered the matter. His first instinct was to scout ahead on his own but two things stopped him. With the bouts of weakness continuing to plague him, he was not as sure about his abilities as he would have preferred. Far more importantly, going ahead on his own would require leaving Leslie alone and unprotected.

      “I think we should both go to the village, but not as who we are. We will need another way to explain our presence.”

      “A flyer crash?” she suggested and he nodded.

      “I was thinking along the same lines.”

      “But if we’d crashed, wouldn’t someone have come looking for us?”

      “Not if we were alone on a mating trip.”

      The words came out before he had a chance to consider them, but he had no intention of changing them. Especially when she gave him a speculative look from under those long lashes.

      “You’d have to stay very close to me.”

      “That would not be a hardship,” he assured her, tugging her closer with his tail.

      “All right. Mating trip, flyer crash. Anything else?”

      “An explanation for the fact that you’re not Vulfar.” The presence of a non-Vulfar female would be unusual outside the capital or one of the major ports.

      “What if you were a crew member on a spaceship? You could have met me on your travels and brought me home to meet the family.”

      He liked the idea—perhaps a little too much. What would it be like to have had such a simple, uncomplicated life? One where he would simply have mated the female of his choice and brought her home with him.

      “And you need another name,” she added.

      “Why? Nisani is not an uncommon name.”

      “Maybe not, but there’s no point in drawing attention to the resemblance. I could call you… Nika.”

      He didn’t like the idea of her calling him by another name, but he supposed she was right.

      “Very well. Come along, miizu. Let’s find this village.”

      “Just a minute.” She leaned into him, sliding her arms around his neck as she smiled up at him. “Don’t you have a kiss for your new mate?”

      Fuck, he liked the sound of that. He cupped her neck, brushing a claw across the spot where he would place his mating bite. She shivered, her nipples thrusting against his chest.

      “You are not marked,” he murmured, stroking the spot again.

      She looked up at him, her eyes dark and mysterious, then tilted her head, silently offering him her neck. His fangs ached as all of the blood in his body rushed to his cock.

      “Miizu,” he groaned.

      “As part of our disguise.”

      He couldn’t resist lowering his head and pressing his mouth to the vulnerable spot. Her breath caught, her arms tightening around his neck as he sucked lightly at her skin, letting his fangs scrape her neck. He had never wanted anything more than to plunge them into her neck, to claim her as his own. But if he did, he would never be able to let her go. It still took all of the discipline he’d learned to tear himself away.

      “I… cannot.”

      “I see.”

      Her voice trembled, and when he turned back, he saw the shimmer of tears in her eyes before she gave him a fake, cheerful smile.

      “I’ll think of some other explanation. We should get going.”

      He wanted to apologize, but what could he say? She wanted to be a doctor, not the consort of a ruler. How could he place that burden on her fragile shoulders?

      He followed silently, but when he reached for her hand, she gave it to him.
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      Leslie concentrated on keeping her breathing slow and steady until the urge to cry had passed. What had she been thinking? I wasn’t thinking. When she had offered him her neck, she had been driven only by her own desires. After two days alone together, it had been easy to think of him only as the strong, caring male she’d wanted since the first time she saw him. But Nisani was the Vulfar ruler—the last thing he was going to do was mate a half-human, half-Yehrin female, even though she was sure he wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      He’s only going to break my heart.

      In spite of that, when he took her hand, she let her fingers curl around his.

      “I think the village must be on the other side of the river,” he said eventually, breaking the silence between them. His voice was carefully neutral and she responded the same way.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “There’s a path on the other bank.”

      Now that he’d pointed it out, she could see the faint but unmistakable trail and she sighed.

      “Does that mean we’re going to have to swim across?”

      She really didn’t want to show up in a strange place in wet clothes looking like a drowned rat.

      “I don’t know. There may be a ford or a… bridge.”

      They came around a bend of the river as he spoke and a sturdy stone bridge came into view. A road led away from it on their side while the village climbed up the opposite bank. When he’d told her that Clan Bukona eschewed modern technology, she’d pictured a primitive village with wooden huts and torches. Instead, neat wood and stone buildings surrounded a central square, brightly colored banners advertised retail establishments, and the warm glow of artificial lighting already illuminated some of the buildings.

      “I thought you said they had a distaste for modern life?”

      “Only to an extent. Like most of us, their choices are more emotional than rational.”

      She suspected there was a good deal of hidden meaning in his words, but she chose to ignore it.

      “Does that mean we can contact the palace after all?”

      “They should have at least one communication device,” he said noncommittally, then shrugged. “I want to gather as much information as possible first.”

      Despite his casual tone, she could tell he was worried so she didn’t argue. She squeezed his hand and his tail curved around her waist as they headed across the bridge.

      On the other side of the span, two males were seated on a stone bench overlooking the water. They looked up as they approached, watchful but not alarmed.

      “Good evening,” Nisani said calmly.

      “Evening.” The older male studied him. “Run into some trouble?”

      “Afraid so. Made the mistake of renting a flyer from a smooth-talking bastard at the port,” he said ruefully. “Damn thing crashed. Fortunately my mate was unhurt.”

      He drew her closer, and she smiled at the two males, giving an exaggerated shiver.

      “I was so scared when it started to go down, but I should have known that Nika would take care of me.”

      “Your safety is all that matters to me, my love.”

      She knew the words were part of the act, as was the way he was smiling down at her, but her heart still skipped a beat. Getting into the part, she leaned against him, then beamed at the males.

      “Isn’t he wonderful?”

      “Quite,” the older male said dryly. “I’m Tomasi, and this is Rejall.”

      “I’m Nika, and this is my mate, Lessi.”

      “You look familiar,” Tomasi said slowly, and Nisani nodded.

      “I have one of those faces. My mate thinks I look like the ruler.”

      “Aye, that’s it.”

      “You know I said you were even more handsome,” she said, giving him an adoring look, and Tomasi laughed.

      “Nothing like that first mating heat, eh? Well, come with me. Too late to do much today, but I’m sure Gretti has some rooms available.”

      “That would be wonderful.”

      She didn’t have to fake her gratitude. As much as she’d enjoyed their time in the wilderness, she was ready for a hot bath and a comfortable bed—preferably one she would share with Nisani.

      “Do you think the flyer is salvageable?” Rejall asked. The younger male had trailed after them.

      “Afraid not, although I’ll let the worthless male who rented it to me decide for himself.” Nisani hesitated. “I should send him the coordinates. Do you have a communication center?”

      Tomasi nodded. “Aye, but it’s closed for the night.”

      “Festival night,” Rejall added with a wide smile.

      “A Moon Festival?” Nisani asked, and Tomasi gave him a thoughtful look.

      “Now how’d you know that?”

      “I grew up not far from here. In Seltar. I was bringing Lessi home to see it.”

      The older male grinned. “Clan Raibari? I should have known. Never were good with flyers.”

      Nisani laughed. “At least we get off the ground.”

      The two exchanged good-natured insults until they reached the town square. People were bustling about setting up stalls and exchanging greetings, obviously preparing for the festival. They received a few curious looks, but no one seemed particularly interested and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      Gretti turned out to be the older female who ran the sprawling tavern that dominated one side of the square. Her gaze was even more penetrating than Tomasi’s, but she nodded when he asked her about rooms.

      “The big one at the back is available. It’s the most expensive,” she added.

      “I will have to arrange to transfer some funds once I can use the communication center, but I can offer you this as collateral until then.”

      Nisani drew his knife from his belt and offered it to her, hilt first. Gretti’s eyes widened, and she exchanged a quick look with Tomasi before shaking her head.

      “Keep your weapon. Don’t reckon you’re going to go far. I’ll show you the room.”

      The “big room” wasn’t even half the size of Leslie’s room at the palace, but it was spotlessly clean and decorated in a pretty pale green. A single big bed dominated the room, and she slanted a look at Nisani under her lashes. He was staring at the bed as well, and she wondered what he was thinking.

      Gretti cleared her throat.

      “What did you say you did, Nika?”

      “I didn’t, but I’m a ship mechanic. Currently on leave,” he added with a charming smile.

      “Aye. My son works at the spaceport. Life was too slow for him here.” Gretti snorted. “But he left some clothes here and he’s about your size.”

      “I couldn’t possibly—”

      “Course you can. I’ll find something for your mate as well.”

      Gretti hurried away, and Leslie smiled at Nisani.

      “You’re very good at this. How did you know all those things about Clan Raibari?”

      “My father made sure I understood the dynamics between the various clans, but in this case, one of my tutors was from Clan Raibari.” His tail tugged her closer. “You were also very good at playing the part of an adoring mate.”

      “It’s not a hard role to play,” she whispered.

      Green sparks appeared in his eyes and he lowered his head. As soon as their lips met, he groaned, his tongue thrusting into her mouth and demanding her response. She gave it eagerly, her body melting against his, and he had her backed against the bed when Gretti reappeared.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said cheerfully as she placed a small pile of clothing on the bed. “These should work until you have a chance to replace your clothes.”

      Leslie gave her a grateful smile.

      “I really appreciate it. Do you have a bathing room as well?”

      The older female laughed.

      “You didn’t even bother to look around, did you? Through here.”

      A door next to the bed led into a spacious bathroom almost as big as the bedroom, complete with a gleaming white tub. Apparently, modern plumbing was one of the technologies the Bukona chose to use. Grinning at Leslie’s heartfelt approval, Gretti turned on the taps then waved a dismissive hand at Nisani who was standing in the doorway.

      “Why don’t you go and join Tomasi downstairs? He said he’d buy you a drink.”

      “I…”

      He looked from her to Gretti, clearly torn, and the innkeeper shook her head.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of your pretty little mate.”

      “You should go,” Leslie agreed. “It will give you a chance to catch up on all the gossip.”

      “You will remain here until I return for you?”

      Only Gretti’s presence stopped her from rolling her eyes. Instead, she gave him a very wide, very fake smile.

      “Of course, dear. I would never go anywhere without you.”

      His lips twitched, but he managed to keep his voice solemn.

      “That’s my good little mate.”

      “Males,” Gretti said disgustedly as soon as he left. “Why does mating make them act as if we’re children who can’t look after ourselves?”

      “Are they all like that?”

      “Some more than others. It took me years to convince my mate I was quite capable of taking care of myself. Your male seems like the same sort.”

      “He was brought up to be… protective.”

      Gretti snorted.

      “Take my advice. Only let him boss you around in the bedroom.”

      Even knowing she wouldn’t blush, she turned away to fuss with the bath taps.

      “I think this is enough water. You really don’t have to stay with me.”

      “I promised your male I’d stay. I’ll be in the bedroom if you need me.”

      Gretti left the room, and Leslie quickly undressed and slipped into the tub. The hot water felt wonderful and her nipples tightened as the water lapped against them. After this time with Nisani, she was conscious of her body in a way she’d never been before. She tentatively lifted her hands to her breasts. It felt pleasant enough, but it wasn’t until she pictured his hands covering them that her excitement spiked.

      Everything might change tomorrow, but tonight they would be together. Alone with only that one big bed. She smiled and reached for the soap. At least for tonight, he was hers.
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      Nisani reluctantly went to join Tomasi in the tavern. Leslie was right—he did need to see if there was any news from the capital—but he still hated to leave her. He knew their time together was coming to an end, and he didn’t want to miss any of the remaining moments.

      The tavern was full, but to his relief he didn’t receive more than a few curious looks. Tomasi was waiting for him outside at a table overlooking the square and handed him a tankard of ale.

      “Local ale, just like the Raibari make.”

      Was it a test? He wasn’t sure, but he grinned and shook his head.

      “I hope not. You know we’re better with cider.”

      “Aye, I reckon so.” Sharp eyes studied him. “You come back here often?”

      “Not really. I was always fascinated by the stars.” He shrugged. “But I wanted my mate to see where I was from.”

      “Hmm. Pretty little thing. Where’d you find her?”

      “At a big party I didn’t want to attend,” he said truthfully. “But as soon as I saw her, I knew it was worth it.”

      “Where’s she from?”

      The question was a little too casual.

      “A small planet, a long way from here.” He decided it was his turn to ask the questions. “Do you ever leave the village?”

      “Not often. I’ve been to the capital a few times but I never liked the city. Looks like I was right too.”

      He forced himself to take an appreciative sip of the ale. “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “Haven’t you heard? A lot of clan chiefs are getting sick. They say Nisani is ill as well.”

      “No, I hadn’t heard about it. But then I don’t pay much attention to politics.”

      He forced himself to shrug, even though his mind raced. So someone had decided to spread the rumor that he was ill? Under the circumstances, it made sense. A missing ruler would concern his subjects far more than the news that he was sick, especially if others were also sick. And yet, why were they ill? Could it be related to the events at the palace?

      He was half-tempted to abandon the subterfuge, announce his identity, and demand that the communication center be opened. But would one night make any real difference? And while he couldn’t abandon his duties forever, he wasn’t quite ready to return to them. Nor was he ready to bring his time with Leslie to an end.

      It doesn’t have to end.

      He wanted to believe the tempting voice in his head, but he knew it was impossible. The moment his court knew he was interested—obsessed—she would be subject to the kind of attention he knew she would hate. She had plans for her life, meaningful plans. At best he would be a distraction; at worst he might drive her away from Vulfar altogether.

      “You’re looking awfully serious, Nika.”

      Tomasi nudged him, and he forced himself to take another sip of ale.

      “Just thinking about my mate. This wasn’t how I’d planned to spend our time together.”

      “Aye.” Those shrewd eyes studied him. “But she doesn’t seem to mind. Looked happy to be with you.”

      “I am delighted to be with her,” he said truthfully.

      “Then stop worrying. It’s a festival night. Drink your ale and then go woo your pretty little mate.”

      Excellent advice, he decided, and raised his tankard in silent salute to Tomasi.

      The musicians had begun to play when he returned to their room to escort Leslie. Gretti met him at the door, thrusting an armful of clothing at him.

      “Change.”

      How long had it been since anyone had ordered him around that way?

      “But my mate—”

      “She’s getting ready for you. You do the same.”

      She pointed him at the shared bathing facility at the end of the hall. He shook his head and obeyed.

      He had another moment of dizziness when he stepped beneath the shower, but it passed quickly enough that he was able to dismiss it. The wound on his arm was healing nicely, but perhaps the loss of blood and limited food supply had affected him. The clothes Gretti had provided were from a rough woven fabric but they fit well enough and he appreciated the change.

      Gretti gave him an approving nod when he returned to his room.

      “You’ll do. Go on in. She’s waiting for you.”

      She was right. Leslie danced over to meet him, a big smile on her pretty face.

      “Look at this dress Gretti loaned me. Isn’t it pretty?”

      “You look beautiful,” he said sincerely.

      And far too tempting, he thought as she twirled happily in front of him.

      Dark red ribbons had been used to arrange her dark hair high on her head. The matching dark red gown had clearly been designed for a Vulfar female, complete with the typical diamond-shaped cutout for her tail. Without a tail, the gown revealed another tempting expanse of pale, bare skin instead. He placed his hand over it as he drew her towards him, her skin warm and silky beneath his touch.

      She hummed her approval and his hand slid lower, down over the lush, tempting curve of her ass, only to realize that something was different.

      “You are not wearing your special garments?”

      “No, I washed them so I left them to dry.” He couldn’t tell if her wide-eyed look was innocent or provocative. “I thought that was how Vulfar females dressed?”

      “But you are not a Vulfar female.”

      Her smile vanished and he realized she had misinterpreted his words. He wrapped his tail around her and pulled her closer.

      “It was not a complaint. You are my perfect mate, remember?”

      The truth of his statement rang in his ears, but she dropped her eyes.

      “Your perfect pretend mate.”

      “Perfect,” he repeated. “And very desirable.”

      Taking her hand, he placed it over his erection. He half-expected her to jerk away, but instead she smiled and squeezed his shaft with a firm, gentle grip.

      “I can see that. Perhaps we should see what else stimulates you.”

      “You do, miizu.” Only you.

      Her fingers tightened and desire rocketed through him, but then she shook her head.

      “Perhaps we’d better save more stimulation for later. I’m pretty sure Gretti will come looking for us if we don’t appear.”

      “I’m afraid you’re right. Later,” he whispered against her ear, smiling when she shivered.

      He tucked her hand in his arm, wrapped his tail around her waist, and led her downstairs.

      

      The town square had been transformed while Leslie had been upstairs. Twinkling white lights covered the open center portion, but they paled in comparison to the huge moon high overhead. Everything looked magical in the silvery light bathing the village, and she leaned closer to Nisani, relishing the warmth of his big body next to hers.

      Gretti and Tomasi waved them over to one of the tables surrounding the square.

      “What do you think of our Moon Festival, Lessi?” Tomasi asked.

      “It’s beautiful. Do you do this every month?”

      “Only twice a year,” Nisani said as he seated her. “Isn’t that right, Tomasi?”

      “Aye.” For some reason the older male looked amused. “Perhaps your mate would like some Raibari cider?”

      “Would you, miizu?”

      “That sounds nice.”

      The two males went off to one of the stalls offering food and drink, and Gretti gave her a curious look.

      “Miizu?”

      “It’s just a nickname.”

      “Interesting. Did you know that the water spirits are children of the moon goddess? This is their night too. Your night.”

      “I hope so.”

      The words came out before she thought about them, but Gretti only smiled as the males returned.

      The Raibari cider was tangy and fruity, with a slight effervescence that she enjoyed. She sipped it contentedly as the others talked, always conscious of Nisani next to her. Even when he was deep in conversation, she knew he was equally aware of her. He kept his tail around her waist or his hand on her leg or stroking her arm.

      A surprising number of villagers stopped by the table, and he spoke easily to everyone who came by. Even in the simple clothing, without any of the trappings of royalty, he bore an indefinable air of command. She suspected that if they had been able to remain, it wouldn’t be long before everyone in the village was looking to him for leadership.

      Her chest suddenly ached, and perhaps he sensed it because he turned to her.

      “Are you enjoying yourself, love?”

      “I am. More than at most of the palace affairs,” she added in a whisper, and he smiled.

      “I am too. Would you care to dance?”

      Laughing couples filled the open square, twirling to the music, but she’d never seen him dancing at any of the functions she’d attended.

      “You know how to dance?”

      “Of course. My father—”

      She shook her head.

      “Of course. I should have known. Your father thought it was important.”

      “He did.”

      “But you don’t dance at any of the balls.”

      He shrugged, but despite the casual gesture, the green sparks burned in his eyes.

      “There was no one I wished to dance with before.”

      Her heart skipped a beat and she took his hand. He pulled her into his arms, his other hand curving around to rest on the patch of bare skin revealed by the gown. The warmth of his palm branded her flesh and arousal flowed like honey through her veins. He growled softly and swept her into the dance.
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      They remained at the Festival until the moon was high overhead, but for Leslie it all faded into one happy blur. She knew that Nisani had brought her food and more cider, that she’d talked to Gretti and Tomasi and a few of the other females from the village, but the only moments that stood out were with Nisani. His hand on her back as he guided her through the steps of the dance. His eyes on her mouth as he fed her sweet berries. His arm around her waist as the hour grew late and he pulled her onto his lap.

      “I believe your mate is getting sleepy,” Tomasi chuckled, and Nisani looked down at her.

      “Are you, little miizu?”

      “Mmm. It’s probably time for bed.”

      His eyes heated and he rose immediately, still holding her.

      “I can walk.”

      “I prefer to carry you.”

      She didn’t argue as he carried her away, accompanied by good-natured cheers from the remaining villagers. He had no difficulty with the stairs, but he stumbled slightly as they entered their room and she gave him a worried look. There had been another moment earlier, while they were dancing when his usual grace had deserted him.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Perhaps I had too much ale.”

      He’d actually had very little to drink but he seemed steady enough now, and she relaxed, trailing a provocative finger down his chest.

      “Oh, dear. Does that mean you’re not capable of responding to more… stimulating activities?”

      Her hand hovered at his waist, but he grasped it and placed it over his cock. His very large, very ready cock.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re perfect,” she said, mimicking his earlier words, but his expression sobered.

      “I cannot promise you anything.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t change anything. I want you, Nisani. All of you.”

      She tightened her grip, and he groaned.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I have never been more sure of anything in my life,” she said truthfully.

      Even if this was just a stolen moment. Even if they couldn’t be together after they returned to the palace.

      He kissed her. She expected his usual hungry passion but his kiss was slow and sweet and so achingly tender that her eyes threatened to fill with tears.

      “Turn on the lights,” she whispered, when he finally raised his head. “I want to see you.”

      “I have a better idea.”

      He threw open the curtains, letting moonlight flood the room, then returned to her side, sliding her dress down over her shoulders and leaving her naked in the silver glow. He untied the ribbons in her hair, one by one, until it fell around her shoulders.

      “My beautiful miizu.”

      “Gretti said this was their night.”

      “I think she was right. You are a gift from the goddess.”

      He traced a finger down her collarbone and across her breast, teasing the aching tip with the faintest touch of his claw. Oh, God. That single delicate touch sent arousal surging through her body, a low throb starting between her thighs. She reached for him, tearing impatiently at the fabric still separating them.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes.”

      “Indeed.”

      He stripped them away with remarkable speed and her mouth went dry. So big and powerful and perfect. And hers, even if it were just for tonight.

      “I think you’re my gift from the goddess,” she said, mimicking his action and trailing her finger down his chest and along the thick shaft of his cock to linger on the arousal already coating the wide, angled head.

      Giving in to temptation, she bent down and swirled her tongue around him. He groaned but gently lifted her head.

      “I will not last if you do that.”

      “That would be a shame,” she said solemnly. “What would you like me to do instead?”

      “Just let me worship you.”

      He kissed her again, then moved to her breasts, lingering there until they were swollen and aching. Then he carried her to the bed and parted her thighs, using his tongue and his hands and his tail to drive her from one climax to another until she was shaking, every inch of her skin singing with excitement.

      She tugged at his mane until he raised his head, his beautiful eyes glowing with green fire.

      “Now, Nisani. I want you inside me now.”

      For a moment she was afraid he would argue, but then he rose over her. The angled head of his cock and her own arousal helped him enter her, but the thick shaft that followed stretched her untried channel and she gasped. He stopped, his muscles taut with strain, and waited as her body fought to adjust. Waited until she moved restlessly, seeking more of that overwhelming fullness, and smiled up at him.

      “Make me yours, Nisani.”

      

      Nisani growled, clenching his fists as he fought for control, easing slowly into Leslie’s body. She was tight, impossibly tight, but she urged him on, lifting her hips against him as he sank inch after exquisite inch into the silken depths of the body. By the time he was completely embedded, they were both shaking.

      She looked up at him, her eyes shining, then swept her hair away from her neck, offering it to him.

      “Mark me. Even if it’s just for tonight, I want your bite.”

      He shuddered and dropped his mouth to her neck. Just a taste, he told himself. Just a taste to remember through the lonely years ahead. But as soon as his mouth touched her skin he was lost. She gasped, her tight little cunt fluttering wildly around his cock, and any hope of restraint vanished. His hips snapped forward as his fangs descended. Her sweetness flooded his mouth, and then he was erupting in long, helpless pulses as his knot expanded, locking them together.

      Triumph roared through him. Mine!

      When he looked down, her eyes were bright with tears, and he panicked.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      He would have withdrawn if he could, but he couldn’t until his knot subsided.

      “I’m fine,” she said quickly. “But reading about a knot and experiencing it are not the same thing. I feel so… full.”

      She gave an experimental wiggle, then moaned.

      “And so sensitive.”

      Filled with relief, he slipped his hand between their bodies, easily finding her swollen clit, fully exposed by the pressure inside her channel. He stroked his thumb across it and she moaned again.

      “Does that please you, miizu?”

      “God, yes. Do it again.”

      “Demanding little mate,” he purred without thinking.

      Something flickered in her eyes before she looked away.

      “Again,” she said, her voice shaky, and he obeyed, circling the tender flesh until another climax swept over her.

      He had thought himself completely drained but the feel of her body convulsing around the swollen base of his cock made him harder than ever. He rocked back and forth the small amount allowed by his knot, her channel milking his aching cock and drawing a second release from him. She cried out his name as a second rush of seed flooded into her unprotected body.

      Unprotected… The thought of her carrying his child drew yet another impossible pulse from his drained cock even as shame filled him.

      “My… my seed,” he gasped. “It will be fertile. I didn’t think. I’m sorry.”

      She only tightened her arms around his neck.

      “It’s all right,” she whispered. “I know what knotting means. You don’t have to worry. Mama insisted that Lillie and I went on birth control long ago.”

      “I see.”

      He should have been relieved. Instead, a surprising sense of loss washed over him. If she were carrying his child no one would ever be able to take her away from him.

      But at least for tonight she was in his arms and he was determined to give her as much pleasure as he possibly could.

      “Then we can continue.”

      “Continue? I’m not sure I can—”

      She gasped as he found her mating bite and licked the reddened flesh.

      “You can,” he purred, and he was right.
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      Leslie stretched lazily, enjoying the pleasant ache of unused muscles. By the time their bodies had finally unlocked, she’d been limp and incapable of moving. Nisani had washed her gently and pulled against his chest, his tail a comforting weight around her waist as she drifted off to sleep. This morning he had woken her with kisses, and she suspected he would have done more if she hadn’t winced when his fingers dipped between her legs. He immediately withdrew his hand apologetically.

      “You have such a fierce spirit it is easy to forget that your body is so fragile.”

      “I’m not fragile.”

      But despite her protests, their morning activities had been confined to kisses before he reluctantly sat up. He looked tired, absently rubbing his arm as he stared at the daylight now entering the room, and a wave of guilt swept over her. She hadn’t thought about his injury at all last night. But then he’d been just as enthusiastic as she had been.

      “The communication center should be open by now,” he said. “I should go.”

      “Who are you going to contact?”

      “Zord. He is not only trustworthy, but levelheaded. My uncle would be too much inclined to panic, and my senior advisor would undoubtedly overreact.” He bent down and kissed her nose. “I’ll also ask him if he has any updates about your sister.”

      “Thank you.” She still didn’t feel concerned, though it would be nice to know that her sister was safe.

      He kissed her again and left, but she wasn’t entirely surprised when Gretti appeared at the door a few moments later with a tray in her hands.

      “Your mate asked me to bring you breakfast and keep you company until he returns. He doesn’t seem to notice that I have other customers.”

      “I’m sorry. He can be very… single-minded.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “He’s just used to being in charge.”

      Too late she realized that a member of a spaceship crew would be unlikely to be issuing orders, but thankfully Gretti didn’t comment. Instead, her eyes went to Leslie’s neck, obviously noticing the mating mark.

      “That’s new,” she said dryly.

      “Nis—Nika was feeling inspired.”

      “Hmm. The Moon Festival can have that effect on a male.”

      “You really don’t have to stay with me if you’re busy.”

      “Nah, it’s all right. The girl who helps me out was here bright and early this morning—she doesn’t have a mate to celebrate with her.”

      Before she could think of a suitable response, Gretti poured her a cup of tea and changed the subject. They chatted amiably about the village until Nisani returned. Even in the short space of time he’d been gone, he’d changed. He looked even more tired, and he wasn’t moving with his usual grace. She suddenly remembered the way he had stumbled twice the previous night.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, trying to keep her voice casual.

      “Fine,” he said shortly, and nodded at Gretti. “I reached my friend. He will transfer credits to your account to cover our expenses.”

      “I appreciate that, although I would have helped you for nothing.” Keen eyes studied Nisani’s face, and Gretti must have seen the same thing Leslie had noticed because her face softened. “Are you all right?”

      “Of course I am,” he snapped.

      It was so unlike him to react that way that her worry increased, and she gave Gretti a worried look. The older female sniffed, rising to her feet and picking up the now empty tray.

      “I’ll bring you some breakfast.”

      “That is not necessary—”

      “It’s included in your charges, and I have no intention of opening up the dining room because you’re too good to eat in your room.”

      “That’s not what I meant…” He sighed. “Fine.”

      Gretti ignored him as she stomped away, the picture of offended dignity, but just before she passed through the door she winked at Leslie. She had to fight to keep from giggling. The innkeeper had masterfully overcome Nisani’s hesitation.

      He sighed again, leaning back against the pillows, and she snuggled against his side. His tail automatically circled her waist, just as it always did, but it felt limp and heavy.

      “Did you reach Zord?”

      “I did. As I suspected, they had decided to let people think I was ill rather than missing. He’s been searching for us and trying to get in touch with Okami.” His hand stroked slowly up and down her hip, but she suspected it was more for comfort than arousal. “I will call him back at midday. In the meantime, he will investigate transport options.”

      She had assumed that Zord would just send a flyer for them, but now she realized that it would be difficult to keep his absence secret under the circumstances. Not that she objected to the delay. Other than her concerns about his health, she was perfectly content to remain here in the village with him.

      Or anywhere else, she admitted to herself. How much time would they be able to spend together once they returned to the palace? Would it just be breakfast and stolen kisses? The depressing thought made her snuggle closer, determined to enjoy every minute they had left.

      Neither one of them spoke for several minutes, and then a thought occurred to her.

      “What about the other rumor you heard? Is there some kind of disease spreading through the capital?”

      “It appears to be a very limited illness,” he said, something she couldn’t read in his voice. “It has affected several of the clan chiefs who are due to appear at the Council meeting. All of them are from the clans who are most closely allied with us.

      “This illness—what’s it like?”

      “Exhaustion and a strange weakness,” he said reluctantly, and she sprang to her feet.

      “You mean the same symptoms you’re experiencing? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’m fine. Just a little tired.”

      “You are not fine.” She paced to the window, turning over possibilities. “Please tell me the village has a medical center.”

      “I don’t need a medical center.” When she glared at him, he sighed. “They probably don’t have one. The Bukona tend to prefer traditional methods.”

      “What kind of traditional methods?”

      “Natural medicines. Healers.”

      Her first reaction was despair, but she quickly reconsidered. Modern medicine was often based on earlier remedies.

      “I’m sending for the healer. And don’t you dare tell me it’s not necessary,” she added.

      The fact that he didn’t argue worried her even more, and she sighed with relief when Gretti returned with a second tray.

      “I think he needs a healer.”

      “Aye.” Gretti frowned over at Nisani. “I’ll send for Batai. What she doesn’t know about healing isn’t worth knowing. Don’t be alarmed by her appearance,” she added as she hurried away.

      Leslie managed to get Nisani to drink a little tea as she waited impatiently for the healer. He refused to eat anything and slipped into a restless sleep. How could he have deteriorated so quickly from the passionate lover of the night before? By the time the door opened again, he was barely responding to her voice and she was almost frantic with worry.

      The old female who stalked into the room did nothing to relieve her apprehension. She was so old that her fangs reached halfway to her chin. Her mane was a wild tangle adorned with flowers and twigs, and her clothing a mismatched patchwork of cloth and animal skins.

      “I’m Batai. What’s wrong with the boy?” the female demanded.

      “I don’t know. He’s had spells of weakness for the past few days, but he seemed to be coping. Then this morning it suddenly got a lot worse.”

      “Humph.”

      Batai stalked over to the bed. She lifted one of Nisani’s eyelids and peered at his eye, then sniffed his mouth. Her hand settled over his heart as she stared off into space.

      “Do you know—”

      “Hush.”

      Leslie reluctantly obeyed as Batai went back to staring, absently tapping her foot.

      “Heart rate’s too slow,” she said at last. “I don’t like it. What’s he been eating?”

      “We had some of those meat skewers at the festival last night, and some sweet cakes. He also drank some ale.”

      “Before that.”

      “Some of those fish-bug things from the river. And some berries.”

      “Describe them.”

      She did the best she could, but Batai shook her head.

      “Pakar berries are safe enough. No grain?”

      “I think there was toast at breakfast two, no, three days ago.”

      “Was it very sweet?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Odd.” The healer tapped her foot again. “Looks like hochi poisoning to me.”

      “Poisoning?” Her heart skipped a beat. “You mean he’s going to die?”

      “Probably not.” Batai’s face softened when Leslie flinched. “It’s rarely fatal. But left untreated, the sickness could linger for months.”

      “Can you treat him?”

      “Aye. Assuming that’s what’s wrong. We could give it a day or two. See if anything changes.”

      She tried to think rationally, but she was too aware of that big, silent body lying unmoving on the bed to make her brain function properly.

      “What do you think we should do?”

      Faded grey eyes studied Leslie’s face, then the healer nodded decisively.

      “Treat him. Before you make yourself sick as well from worrying.”

      Batai opened the door and shouted for Gretti. While the innkeeper went to get a kettle and a small heating unit, Batai sorted through the contents of her satchel, selecting various herbs, something that looked suspiciously like dried insects, and several small vials. Perhaps in an attempt to distract Leslie, the healer began talking about their various properties. Under other circumstances she would have been fascinated, but she was too worried to care.

      Was this what it was like for Lillie, she wondered suddenly. Her sister had always had difficulty achieving any kind of clinical detachment from the patients they studied, but Leslie hadn’t had any problems analyzing their symptoms. Until now.

      Gretti returned with the supplies, and Batai brewed a very unpleasant smelling greenish tea then handed Leslie the cup.

      “Now get him to drink it.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re his mate. He’ll listen to you.”

      Am I? Shoving away her doubts she went to his side. Batai helped her raise his head and she lifted the cup to his mouth.

      “Nisani,” she said softly. “Nisani, you have to listen to me. Open your eyes, my love.”

      They fluttered open for a second, but closed immediately.

      “Doesn’t need to look, just to drink,” Batai muttered and she nodded.

      “Drink this, Nisani.”

      For a moment there was no response, but then his lips parted a fraction. She managed to get a few drops into his mouth before he tried to pull away.

      “Stop that. It’s your duty to drink.”

      That worked long enough for him to take another few sips before he tried to turn his head. Repeating the order didn’t help, and she had to fight back the tears.

      “Please, Nisani. I love you. I can’t stand the thought of losing you,” she whispered.

      His eyes opened again, and his lips parted.

      “L… love.”

      “Yes, I love you. Please drink.”

      His eyes closed, but when she raised the cup to his lips again, he swallowed. She kept talking to him until he’d taken it all, then sagged with relief.

      “Told you he’d listen to his mate,” Batai said triumphantly. “They all do. Even rulers,” she added with a sly look.

      She winced as she realized she’d always used his real name, but the healer shook her head.

      “Knew anyway. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “Thank you.” She looked over at Nisani. Was he breathing a little easier? “Now what?”

      “Now we wait. In an hour we’ll give him another cup.”

      Batai remained for the rest of the afternoon, and together they managed to get Nisani to drink three more cups of the medicine. It was easier each time, but he still fell asleep again almost immediately. Batai seemed happy with his progress, and Leslie was able to focus enough to take an interest in the contents of the satchel. They spent a good part of the day discussing various remedies, and the healer constantly surprised her with the extent of her knowledge.

      The sun was setting as they gave Nisani the last cup of tea and Batai rose and stretched.

      “Time to go.”

      She immediately panicked.

      “But he’s still asleep. What if he doesn’t wake up?”

      “Have to give it time to work.” The wrinkled face softened. “He’ll be fine. I’ll be back in the morning to check on him. Get some rest.”

      Gretti appeared with another tray of food after Batai left, but she couldn’t make herself eat. She paced back and forth, and then finally climbed into bed next to him. He still felt big and warm but his body was so still. What if he never woke up? What if he never realized how much she loved him?

      She pulled his tail around her waist and cried herself to sleep. Her dreams were haunted by a series of terrifying images, each one worse than the others, until finally a dinosaur jumped towards her, sunlight gleaming on razor sharp claws. She screamed as it grabbed her shoulders, expecting to feel those vicious claws ripping her apart but instead it only shook her gently.

      “Leslie, wake up. You’re having a bad dream. Wake up. You’re safe now.”

      The words finally penetrated her terror, and her eyes flew open. Nisani was bending over her, his face worried but his eyes clear, and his hands warm and firm on her shoulders.

      “Oh, thank God. You’re back.”

      She burst into tears.
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      Back? Why would Leslie think he would leave her? But soothing her was more important than his questions, and he rocked her gently in his arms.

      “Hush, miizu. What’s wrong?”

      “I thought you were going to die,” she wailed.

      “I’m fine, love, I promise.” He frowned at the moonlight flooding through the window. “Have I been sleeping?”

      “Since yesterday morning. After you talked to Zord you came back here and just kind of… collapsed.” Her voice shook.

      “I remember he was telling me about a wasting sickness,” he said slowly.

      “It seems as if you had it too, but Batai came and she cured you. You are cured, aren’t you?”

      “I think so.” He flexed his arms and legs, delighted to feel them responding, strength once again flowing through his veins. “I feel remarkably well. Energetic.”

      “Energetic?” She gave a choked laugh. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “I’m sure we can think of some way to work off that energy,” he purred, stroking her mating mark.

      Her breath caught, but she put her hand over his.

      “Wait a minute. Do you remember anything from when you were sick?”

      A few hazy images floated through his mind, but nothing he could really identify except…

      “I remember your voice. You kept calling me.”

      “I did. I couldn’t stand to let you leave me.” She took a deep breath. “I love you, Nisani.”

      Triumph roared through him. His ability to speak deserted him so he kissed her instead, devouring her mouth until she was breathless and clinging to him.

      “Thank the gods,” he said when he finally raised his head. “You know I love you as well, don’t you?”

      “Do you?”

      The uncertainty in her eyes made his heart ache. The shadow of his position hung between them, but he couldn’t remove it yet. All he could do for now was to assure her of his love.

      “More than life itself,” he said solemnly.

      “Don’t say that. I thought you were dying.”

      “If I was, you called me back. I will always come when you call me, miizu.”

      Her face finally relaxed, and he kissed her again, more softly this time, but her enthusiastic response and his renewed energy had the inevitable effect on his body and his cock bucked against her.

      She hummed happily.

      “Mmm. You’re definitely feeling better. Unless…”

      “Unless?”

      She bit her lip.

      “What if it was all that mating that made your sickness worse?”

      He stroked his thumb over her mating bite again.

      “It would be worth it.”

      She shook her head, but she was smiling again.

      “Have you recovered? Are you still sensitive?”

      “Oh, I’m very sensitive. In the best possible way.”

      He slid his finger under her clothing and between her legs, delighted to find only slick, welcoming heat.

      “Excellent. But perhaps I should inspect you further. Remove your clothing.”

      “Bossy male.”

      She shook her head at him again, but he didn’t care because she stood up and obeyed, standing once more naked in the moonlight. She looked even more beautiful than she had the previous night. He quickly stripped off his own clothing and joined her, cupping a lush breast in his hand and teasing the taut peak.

      “No soreness here?” he asked, applying a little more pressure.

      “God, no.”

      The scent of her arousal made his senses swim, but it was from pleasure, not weakness. He tested her other breast as well, toying with both of them until her nipples were swollen and distended and her knees were shaking. He picked her up and carried her to the bed, placing her on her hands and knees as he knelt behind her.

      “What are you—ohh!”

      A long moan of pleasure escaped as he licked from the hardened nub of her clit to her sweet bottom entrance.

      “Are you sure you are not in pain?” he teased, applying the lightest possible pressure to her clit.

      “You know I’m not. More.”

      She tried to push back against him, but he cupped her ass with his hands, holding her easily in place as his thumbs stroked the soft flesh.

      “You have a magnificent ass.”

      “Even without my special garments?” she asked breathlessly, still trying to wiggle closer.

      “You are perfect as you are.”

      He bent over her, pressing wet sucking kisses to the succulent flesh, and she moaned, pushing back into his grip. He slid a finger into the silken heat of her channel, then another. Still an impossibly tight grip but she took them eagerly. His thumb pressed against her bottom hole as she moaned.

      Unable to resist, he sank his fangs into her ass, sending her into a fast, hard climax. Her sweet taste flooded his mouth as his own climax roared towards him. He barely managed to yank his fingers free and sink into her hot, quivering channel before he erupted, his seed flooding her body as his knot expanded and locked them together.

      He collapsed down over her, barely managing to keep his weight off her delicate body as he tucked her beneath him. She continued to quiver around him for several long minutes in the most delightful massage before her body went limp and she sighed.

      “I can’t believe you gave me a mating bite on my ass.”

      “Did you not enjoy it?”

      “You know I did. But why there?”

      “This.” He stroked her neck. “This is for the world to see you. To claim you as mine. But this…” He reached between them and traced the imprint of his fangs. “This is just for me. My own secret claim.”

      “Do the bites fade?”

      “No.” His fangs grazed her neck, returning to the original bite. “But each time I mark you it will become more sensitive.”

      “More sensitive? I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Oh, miizu. Didn’t you learn last night that I love a challenge?”

      “I did.” She smiled over her shoulder at him. “Why do you think I said it?”

      A very long time later, Nisani stared thoughtfully at the shadowy rectangle of the window. His sweet little mate had finally succumbed to exhaustion and fallen asleep in his arms, but he wasn’t tired. Instead, he began to make plans. He would have to contact Zord as soon as the communication center opened in the morning. His friend was undoubtedly concerned by his failure to call when he had promised. He hoped he’d been able to locate Okami.

      Okami…

      Was his brother as capable as his sisters’ had insisted? If he were, it would make his own decision easier. As soon as they rooted out the source of the mysterious illness—and whoever was behind it—he would begin preparing his brother to take over. Would Leslie be willing to wait for him?

      She stirred a little in her sleep and his tail stroked her arm soothingly until she settled back down. He was almost positive that she would. The hardest part would be shielding her from the attention of the court but he would manage somehow. She was his mate and he would protect her.

      Decision made, he tightened his arms around her and finally went to sleep.

      

      The next morning, he was in the delightful process of awakening his mate with kisses when a very disheveled elderly female barged into their room.

      “What the hell are you doing? Leave at once,” he ordered, but she only cackled.

      “No need to ask if you’re doing better.”

      “Nisani, this is Batai,” Leslie said urgently. “She’s the one who healed you.”

      He sighed. “Then I suppose I must thank you.”

      “Aye. Even though I’m sure you’d rather be doing other things. Are you going to let me examine you?”

      “No,” he said shortly.

      “Please.” Leslie gave him a pleading look. “I need to know you’re really all right.”

      “Last night didn’t convince you?”

      He kept his voice low enough so that only she should have heard him, but Batai snorted.

      “Males. They all think that as long as their dicks get stiff they’re fine.”

      “I am fine.”

      “Then let me look at you. I won’t hurt you.”

      His shoulders stiffened with outrage, but Leslie was already slipping out of bed, wrapping the sheet around her body.

      “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      The healer peered in his eyes, sniffed at him, and then poked him in several uncomfortable places.

      “You’ll do, boy,” she said at last.

      Boy? Before he could protest, Leslie hugged the female, her eyes full of tears.

      “Thank you so much, Batai. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “Nah. He’s a strong one—he woulda made it. Eventually.”

      “But you saved me from months of worry.”

      “You just keep studying. You’ll do the same for some other mate one day.”

      The mention of Leslie’s studies reminded him of his plans and he reluctantly climbed out of bed. It appeared that their morning pleasures would have to be postponed.

      “I should go and contact Zord. Batai, will you remain here with Leslie?”

      “Aye. But reckon you should put some clothes on first.” Shrewd old eyes traveled appreciatively over his body and he realized he was still naked. She waved a hand. “Don’t worry. I’ve seen ‘em all. Although some are undoubtedly better than others.”

      Refusing to let her embarrass him, he dressed quickly, gave Leslie a quick kiss, and went off to set his plans in motion.
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      Leslie shook her head at Batai, torn between amusement and an unexpected streak of jealousy. She didn’t like anyone else seeing her mate naked.

      “I think you embarrassed him.”

      Batai snorted. “Not him. Still never hurts to take a male down a peg or two.”

      “You really think he’s all right again?”

      “Never doubted it, but I promised I’d come. And that’s not the only reason.”

      The healer fumbled in her satchel, then held out a handful of small golden grains.

      “This is hochi. It grows well in a variety of climates and it was very popular for feeding livestock. Some of the clans also made it into bread.”

      “Why do I think there’s a but coming?”

      “This is also hochi.”

      Batai’s other hand was also full of grain, but the kernels were plump and dark, a sweet smell emanating from them. Leslie identified it immediately.

      “The gas that entered the safe room—it smelled just like that.”

      “Aye, I thought you might recognize it. If hochi is allowed to ferment, this is the result. It is easy to avoid in this form, but if it is fed to animals the sickness can be passed through their flesh.”

      “Or it’s transformed into a gas I suppose. But I don’t understand—I also breathed in the gas. Why wasn’t I affected other than right then?”

      “The difference in your anatomy, I reckon.”

      That sounded reasonable, but…

      “It still doesn’t make sense to me why anyone would gas him.”

      “My mother was interested in politics. I grew up hearing about it, and I still pay attention,” Batai said slowly. “When I was young, most disputes ended up being settled in battle. Nisani’s father and now Nisani have done their best to prevent that. For the most part they’ve been successful, but not everyone approves of the changes.”

      “But why make him, or anyone else, sick?”

      “Maybe they’re too cowardly to truly return to the old ways and challenge him. Gradually replacing those who support him, promoting a weaker leader…” The healer shrugged. “All of a sudden everything has changed, and no one has really noticed.”

      “I have to tell him what’s happening. And we have to get back to the palace.”

      “Aye.” The healer handed her a scrap of paper. “This is the cure. Simple enough, really.”

      “Thank you.”

      Sharp eyes studied her.

      “Nisani needs a mate,” she said finally. “It makes people nervous when the king won’t settle down.”

      Her chest suddenly ached. She suspected Batai was right, but she undoubtedly meant a Vulfar mate. And after all, Nisani had never mentioned the future, had he?

      “A nice young mate who could bear many heirs,” the healer added, with what could only be described as a meaningful look. “You look very sturdy, despite your size.”

      “Me? But it’s not like that. I mean, I’m not…”

      “Not Vulfar?” Batai shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. Nor anyone else, I reckon. And I’ve seen the way he looks at you. There’s no doubt he’d be willing to get you with child. I always say an enthusiastic mate is the best mate.”

      “But I… But we…”

      Batai’s wrinkled cheeks folded into a grin.

      “Just remember what I said.”

      And then she was gone.

      Nisani returned a short time later, frowning when he found her alone.

      “I talked to Zord. Okami and your sister have returned to the palace.” He hesitated. “He has not told them that we have spoken.”

      “Why not? Lillie will be so worried.”

      “They came back during the time when I was unconscious. Since he had not heard from me as I promised, he was afraid that something else had gone wrong. He asked Okami to preside at the Council meeting while he continued to investigate.”

      “Can we get back in time?”

      “Probably, but even if we do, I think I should give Okami the opportunity.”

      She gave him a startled look. She’d heard enough from Shemai and Anai to know that he had so far refused to give his brother much responsibility.

      “Why do you want to do that?”

      “I have always tried to protect him—especially because I failed very badly once.” He cupped her cheek. “But I think it’s time.”

      “Maybe so. Lillie always tried to protect me. I appreciated it, but she didn’t realize I was ready to stand on my own until we came here.”

      “I hope Okami is as well.” There was an underlying intensity in his words, but before she could decide what he meant, he smiled. “We should get ready to leave.”

      “How are we getting back?”

      “Zord is sending a flyer after all. It belongs to a member of my household who travels frequently so its arrival at the palace should not generate any special attention.”

      “Oh, that reminds me. Batai said the wasting sickness is caused by hochi. She gave me the cure, but we need to spread the word.”

      “I agree. As soon as we’re on the flyer, I will contact Shemai and have her start preparing the medicine.” He put his arms around her, his tail holding her tightly against his body. “I know we need to return, but I will miss this place.”

      A lump threatened to appear in her throat. Did he mean that things would change between them once they returned? She didn’t have the courage to ask, at least not yet. Instead she allowed herself to take comfort from the possessive warmth of his arms.

      The flyer arrived a short time later, landing on the road on the other side of the bridge across the river. Gretti and Tomasi both accompanied them to it. Gretti had insisted that she keep the red dress, although Nisani had chosen his original clothing, now neatly mended.

      “Take care of yourself,” Gretti whispered as she hugged her goodbye. “And him. He needs you.”

      Tomasi hugged her too, ignoring Nisani’s growl, then clasped his hand.

      “You give those Raibari hell,” he said, his eyes twinkling, and Nisani shook his head as they climbed on board.

      “Why do I suspect that my so-called secret identity never fooled anyone for a moment?”

      “Because you can’t be anything other than a ruler. It’s who you are.”

      He gave her an odd look, but then the pilot addressed him.

      “Are you ready to leave, sire?”

      “I suppose so.”

      He took a seat in one of the big, comfortable chairs and, to her surprise, pulled her down onto his lap. Even if they were able to continue their relationship now that he was back in his position, she’d assumed that he would become more distant, at least in public. The pilot carefully averted his eyes.

      “Sire?”

      “Yes, I’m ready. Is Captain Zord waiting?”

      “Yes, sire. I’m to land in the courtyard behind the kitchen garden.”

      “That will work. Make it so.”

      As soon as they were airborne, he contacted Shemai. His sister had a million questions, but he told her they would have to wait and let Leslie explain about the cause of the illness and the cure. She promised to begin right away and ended the call.

      Nisani sighed and pulled her closer. He didn’t seem his usual self, and she gently stroked his tail as she studied his face.

      “Is the sickness coming back?”

      “What? No.”

      “Are you unhappy to be returning?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” He finally smiled. “Not exactly definitive.”

      “I have mixed feelings myself,” she admitted. “I can’t wait to see Lillie, but I would have liked to spend more time with Batai. And I think things will be different now.”

      “Yes,” he agreed and her heart sank.

      They spoke very little for the rest of the journey but he kept her tucked against him.

      The landing went smoothly and Zord was waiting. He flicked one brief expressionless glance at Leslie’s hand, still clasped in Nisani’s, then turned to Nisani.

      “They have just entered the council chamber. Have you decided what you wish to do?”

      “Is Okami prepared?”

      “Yes.”

      “I still wish to attend, but I will not replace him.”

      Zord led them rapidly through a series of gardens, then along a narrow corridor inside the palace. They passed no one.

      “And the other matters?” Zord asked as they walked.

      “My m… Leslie has discovered the source of the illness and a cure.”

      “More accurately, I met someone who was familiar with it,” she interrupted, and he squeezed her hand.

      “My sister is manufacturing the remedy, and we should be able to distribute it shortly. As for the traitor, have you discovered anything?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “All right. Let’s discuss our options after the council meeting.” He shot a quick glance at her. “Perhaps not immediately after.”

      “Yes, sire.”

      They emerged into another corridor, this one much wider and more impressive. The huge double doors leading into the council chamber were almost directly in front of them, a guard on each side. Both of them immediately snapped a salute, but she saw their eyes flick to her. She tried to step back, but Nisani refused to let go of her hand.

      “Open the doors,” he ordered, and they obeyed.

      He stalked in, every inch a ruler despite the plain clothing, his eyes scanning the room until he located Okami and he nodded.

      “Nice to see you, brother.”

      “Leslie!”

      Her sister called her name and came flying towards her. She met her halfway, bursting into tears. Lillie did the same as she threw her arms around her. Nisani gently put his hand on her back and led both of them over to where Okami was waiting, a huge grin on his face.

      He offered Nisani his chair, but Nisani shook his head and sat down next to her instead. Okami looked shocked, then grinned again before starting the meeting. She didn’t pay much attention to what was happening, too busy trying to find out about Lillie’s adventures while her sister was equally determined to ask about hers.

      Nisani simply listened, a smile on his face and his tail once more around her waist, and she allowed herself to hope.
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      Nisani watched approvingly as his brother presided over the meeting. He was well versed on the issues and did remarkably well, even managing to control his temper under considerable provocation from Clan Mycart.

      I’ve been a fool.

      Leslie was still whispering to Lillie, but she reached over and took his hand. Was he going to be a fool a second time?

      The meeting finally wound to an end, with most of his objectives satisfied. Several people came over to congratulate him on his recovery. Most of them shot curious glances at Leslie, but he didn’t want to introduce her until after he’d talked to Okami.

      Before he had the chance, Zord interrupted them.

      “Your cousin Bubta wishes to speak to you. He says it’s urgent.”

      He sighed and rubbed his head.

      “Is he broke again?”

      “Undoubtedly, but he seems really worried.”

      “All right.” He pulled his brother aside. “I have something I have to take care of. Will you watch over our ma—our females?”

      “Of course. Is something wrong?”

      “Probably not, but I need to check.”

      “We’ll wait for you in your rooms.”

      “Good.” He clasped Okami’s shoulder. “Thank you for handling the meeting. You did very well.”

      Pleasure washed over his brother’s face before he gave him his usual cocky grin.

      “I told you that you underestimated me.”

      “And you were right. But perhaps this is the perfect time for me to realize it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’ll talk later,” he promised and followed Zord out of the chamber.

      Bubta was waiting impatiently, pacing back and forth in his office. He was a slender male with a deceptively innocent face and a penchant for overly elaborate clothing - at least usually. Today he looked as if he’d thrown on the first things he’d encountered.

      “Cousin Nisani!”

      “Bubta. I’m very busy but I was told this was important.”

      “It is. At least I think it is, although I can hardly believe it myself. It’s like one of those nightmares where you think you wake up but you’re still dreaming and you get scared all over again only it’s worse because—”

      “Bubta, slow down. What’s wrong?”

      Instead of answering him, his cousin moved restlessly to the window and back.

      “You’re not going to believe me.”

      “Why don’t you try?”

      “The cards haven’t been falling my way,” Bubta started, and Nisani barely suppressed a snarl. Zord had clearly been wrong and his cousin was only looking for a loan after all.

      “So that’s why I moved home.”

      His cousin gave him an expectant look, and he suddenly realized he must have missed something.

      “Because of the cards?”

      “Exactly. It wasn’t as if I wanted to be there, even though Father is always trying to get me to stay.”

      “And then what?”

      Bubta suddenly seemed far more interested in inspecting his claws than looking at Nisani’s face.

      “I was in Father’s study. Just kind of looking around, you know.”

      For objects to sell, Nisani suspected but he only nodded.

      “And one of the drawers on the desk wouldn’t open. I just thought it was stuck.” Once again the words were a little too casual. “I was tugging at it, just trying to see what was blocking it, and it suddenly flew open.”

      “And?”

      “It was just full of papers.”

      Bubta’s disappointment was obvious, but Nisani was losing patience.

      “As fascinating as this is…”

      “I was putting them back, so Father wouldn’t know—I mean, wouldn’t be upset that they had been disturbed—and I noticed this.” Bubta gulped and pulled a wrinkled document from under his shirt. “It’s not my fault. I didn’t know.”

      “Didn’t know what? Let me see that.”

      His cousin’s hands shook as he handed it over. It was a diagram of the safe room, complete with schematics of the ventilation system. Forradi was the traitor?

      “But why?”

      Bubta shrank even further back in his chair.

      “I didn’t know,” he repeated.

      “Didn’t know what?”

      “He wants me to be Ruler. But I don’t want to be!”

      Perhaps that made it even more appealing to Forradi. He probably thought Bubta would do whatever he wanted, while he hid behind the throne scheming. How could he have been so blind?

      “Where is he?” he snapped. “Where is your father?”

      “I don’t know. He came home ranting about the council meeting and people not being sick.” Bubta bit his lip. “I hid until he left again.”

      “All right. Ask Zord to give you a room in the palace until I sort this out.”

      “You mean you believe me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank the Gods.” A speculative look suddenly crossed his cousin’s face. “Maybe it would be easier if I wasn’t even here. I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to send me offworld. With an appropriate stake, of course.”

      “Zord. Palace. Go.”

      Bubta sighed and obeyed.

      Now all he had to do was find Forradi. Would he be foolish enough to return to the palace? Perhaps, especially if he didn’t know that Bubta had found out what he was doing. If he and Okami could locate him—

      The door flew open and Okami raced in, a tearful Lillie at his side.

      “What happened?” he demanded, his heart pounding. “Where’s Leslie?”

      Lillie sobbed as Okami gave him a grim look.

      “She’s gone. I think she’s been taken.”

      

      Leslie’s head ached. She tried to rub it and realized that her hands were restrained. Her eyes flew open, and she found herself staring at a vaguely familiar Vulfar.

      “Who are you?”

      He snarled.

      “You should know who I am. Everyone should know who I am.”

      “I know I’ve seen you before,” she said cautiously.

      “Of course you have. Following meekly behind Nisani like some kind of household pet.”

      God, she wished Lillie were here. Not tied to a chair, of course, but she was sure her sister would have known who he was. Where was Lillie? And where was she for that matter?

      The last thing she remembered was wandering into Nisani’s bedroom. Lillie and Okami had been laughing together in the living room, and although she was thrilled for her sister, she was impatient for Nisani to return. She had picked up one of his pillows, and buried her face in it, seeking his scent, and then everything went dark.

      Now instead of his luxurious bedroom, she was in a small room with stone walls and no windows, the only opening a door panel behind the stranger. It must have been another one of the concealed areas Nisani had mentioned, but why had this stranger brought her here?

      “Why did you take me?” she asked quietly.

      “Because of this.” He jabbed a claw at her mating bite, but she refused to flinch. “I never thought even Nisani would stoop so low. Polluting our family line with alien blood. And after so long. I’d actually thought he would never choose a mate. That I only had to get his worthless brother out of the way.”

      Our family line? The memory suddenly snapped into place.

      “You’re his uncle.”

      He snarled again. “I am the rightful heir.”

      “Doesn’t it pass from oldest son to oldest son?”

      “I should have been the oldest! Is it my fault that my bastard brother pushed his way out of the womb first?”

      She stared at him in shock.

      “You and Nisani’s father were twins?”

      “Twins?” He snorted. “We were never twins. I was always just the second son. Unneeded. Unwanted. Shoved aside.”

      “I’m sure your brother loved you.”

      “Not enough to speak up for me. Not enough to give me what I was owed.” The expression on his face was definitely not sane. “Then Nisani ruined my plans to put my worthless son on the throne. But I’m going to fix all of that now. If he wants his half-breed mate back, he’ll give me my crown.”

      “He can’t do that. He won’t do that.”

      “You’d better hope you’re wrong.”

      He stomped through the door panel, slamming it closed behind him. Leaving her alone under the heavy weight of the darkness.

      The walls threatened to close in on her, her heart thudding so hard she felt sick, but she refused to give in to the fear.

      “Nisani will come for me. I know he’ll come for me.”

      Even her voice sounded smothered by the suffocating darkness, but she whispered the words again and again as she waited.
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      “Where the fuck is he?” Nisani demanded.

      The surveillance cameras had revealed Forradi returning to the palace just before Leslie had disappeared. That bastard had to have been the one who had taken his mate, yet despite locking down the palace grounds, they hadn’t been able to locate him.

      He had to be in one of the secret passageways that riddled the palace, but although his warriors were searching them, they’d found no trace. They had managed to locate a secret panel in his bedroom, it had only led to a dead end.

      “There must be more passageways,” Okami said, pacing. “And somehow Forradi found out about them.”

      “What if he found a map?” Lillie asked anxiously. “Maybe he still has it.”

      “It’s possible,” he agreed. “It might have been in the same place where Bubta found the schematic of the safe room.”

      “I’ll check,” Okami said immediately, then hesitated, looking at Lillie.

      “Go,” she demanded. “We have to find her.”

      “Stay with her,” Okami ordered T’vedo, Lillie’s Yehrin bodyguard. He had come to watch over Lillie while T’pral led the search of the palace grounds.

      T’vedo nodded grimly at Okami, and Okami raced off. It was a longshot, but he refused to ignore any possibility. He’d never felt more helpless in his life. If anything happened to Leslie, he wasn’t sure how he would survive.

      He was pacing around the room trying desperately to think of other options when a message appeared on his communicator.

      

      Meet me behind the panel in your bedroom. Come alone if you want your mate to live.

      

      His blood turned to ice as he stared at the message. Fuck.

      “What is it?” Lillie cried. “Is it about Leslie?”

      “It’s from Forradi. I’m going to meet him.”

      It was undoubtedly a trap, but he didn’t care. He would do whatever was necessary to get her back.

      “I want to come,” she said, springing to her feet.

      “No. You will remain here.” He gave T’vedo a grim look. “Send a message to Okami and tell him to return as quickly as possible. And if anyone other than Okami or Zord tries to enter this room, eliminate them.”

      T’vedo’s hand tightened on the hilt of his nanosword as he nodded.

      “Yes, sire.”

      “Please bring her back,” Lillie said, her voice trembling. “She’s so scared. I can feel it.”

      He wanted to roar with anger that his brave little mate was afraid, but he forced it down. He couldn’t help her unless he remained in control.

      “I will not return without her,” he promised Lillie, then stepped through the hidden panel.

      The narrow passageway behind it was remarkably innocuous—just a dimly lit stone corridor that led nowhere. They had already examined it in detail without discovering anything. His uncle wasn’t waiting for him, and he had to fight back another surge of rage and terror. Was Forradi just playing some kind of sick game?

      Then the wall at one end slid aside and Forradi appeared. He looked so harmless, so familiar, but as he drew closer, Nisani could see the sick gleam in his eyes.

      “I demand—”

      “You don’t demand anything until I see my mate. Where is she?”

      “Your mate?” Forradi sneered. “A worthless alien female.”

      He had to drive his claws into his palms to control his rage.

      “Where is she?”

      “I’m not going to tell you until you agree to meet my terms.”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything until I know she’s alive and well.”

      They stared at each other, but Forradi gave in first.

      “Fine. I’ll let you see her. Just see her,” he added, waving Nisani through the opening in the wall.

      He still suspected it was a trap, but he went. Forradi followed him, then turned to close the panel and lower a bar across the door before smirking at him.

      “Manual lock. Doesn’t show up on any of your fancy equipment. My great-grandfather was a very intelligent male, and I inherited his brains.”

      He didn’t bother to argue.

      “Where is she?” he repeated for the third time.

      His uncle huffed but pointed to a set of stairs.

      “Down there.”

      This passage was even narrower and more dimly lit. He didn’t like having Forradi at his back, and his shoulder blades prickled, expecting an attack, but once again he didn’t argue. Two flights down, the stairs ended in a small square room with no other exits.

      “Hand me your knife,” Forradi demanded, and he silently obeyed.

      Keeping a wary eye on him, his uncle pressed one of the stone blocks that made up the wall. A section of the wall grated against the floor as it slid to one side and there was Leslie.

      She was tied to a chair in the middle of the room, her face pale and her cheeks tear-stained, but she was alive. His knees threatened to give way with relief.

      “Nisani,” she whispered.

      He took two steps towards her before Forradi stepped in front of him, waving the knife.

      “Not so fast.”

      

      Relief washed over Leslie as the door to the chamber opened and Nisani appeared—immediately followed by fear when the crazy male who had kidnapped her started waving a knife around. Nisani was bigger, but he wasn’t wearing a weapon.

      “You’ve seen her. Now give me what I want.”

      “What do you want?” Nisani asked calmly, his eyes still fixed on her face.

      “I want to be Ruler—I should be the Vulfar Ruler. Renounce your throne in my favor.”

      “Very well.”

      She gasped, and even Forradi looked shocked.

      “Just like that?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Yes. My mate is far more precious to me than my position.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at the sincerity on his face. She believed him. Apparently, so did Forradi because he gave a maniacal laugh.

      “I knew you were never suited to rule. Giving away a crown for a female. Especially a worthless, half-breed—”

      Nisani grabbed hold of the hand holding the knife and yanked it behind Forradi’s back. She heard Forradi’s arm snap and he howled, the sound abruptly cut off as Nisani slammed his head against the wall and Forradi dropped to the ground.

      She blinked, shocked by how quickly Nisani had moved, and then he was on his knees in front of her, running his hands frantically across her body.

      “Are you all right?” he demanded.

      “I am now.” Her voice sounded weak and shaky, but she managed to smile. “I knew you’d come for me.”

      “Of course I would.” He pressed a brief, hard kiss to her mouth, then pulled his knife out of his boot. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “Yes, please.”

      He freed her hands, and she rubbed her wrists gratefully as he bent over her legs. A faint sound made her look up as Forradi lurched through the door. Blood streamed from his head and one arm dangled in an awkward fashion, but he had the knife in his other fist and a lunatic light in his eyes.

      “Behind you!” she yelled.

      Nisani whirled, the knife he’d been using to cut her bonds slicing upwards in one fast, perfect stroke. Forradi crumpled to the ground again, his eyes wide and shocked and very definitely dead.

      Nisani ignored the body, ripping away the last of the ties and pulling her into his arms.

      “Thank the gods you’re safe. My precious, precious love.” He rocked her in his arms, and she could feel him shaking. “How could I have been so blind to Forradi’s evil?”

      “Because he’d spent his whole life hiding his craziness.” She shuddered, remembering his rant.

      He took a deep breath, then rose with her in his arms, stepping past the body as he carried her out of the room. He pressed a section of the wall and the door slid closed.

      “You’re just going to leave him there?”

      “Yes,” he said grimly. “He did all of this because he wanted to be recognized. What more fitting end than for him to just disappear, unnoticed and unmissed? I will have the chamber permanently sealed.”

      She shivered, but she couldn’t argue. Instead, she buried her head against her neck, breathing in his familiar scent, and let the terror of the past few hours wash away.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Now we let everyone know you’re safe, and then we talk.”
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      Nisani watched as Leslie and Lillie clung to each other and tried to decide what to say to his mate. It had been one thing to tell her they needed to talk after the relief of finding her. It was much harder to find the words now.

      They had returned to his rooms just as Okami had appeared, giving him a triumphant smile when he saw Leslie. Lillie had practically snatched Leslie away from him, and he’d reluctantly let her go. He knew how upset Lillie had been, but he was still struggling with how close he’d come to losing her.

      Okami came over and clasped his shoulder as the females hugged.

      “Forradi?” he asked softly.

      “Dead.”

      Even though he’d almost made a fatal mistake by not checking the body the first time. He’d been too anxious to get to his mate. If Zord ever found out, he’d never hear the end of it.

      “I can’t say I’m sorry, but then he never liked me anyway.”

      “No,” he said slowly. “And I think he tried to influence me against you.”

      “I’m sure I made that easier for him,” Okami said dryly, and he smiled.

      “Perhaps. But although I may have behaved foolishly, it was never because I didn’t trust you. I only wanted you to be safe.”

      “I know.” Okami’s grip tightened for a moment, then he grinned. “And look at me now—a respectable, happily mated male.”

      “Yes. Which is why—”

      Lillie interrupted him, flinging herself dramatically into Okami’s arms.

      “I never thought I’d say this, but I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day. Take me home, Okami.”

      “Are you all worn out, princess?” Okami asked, lifting her into his arms.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?” He bent down and whispered something in her ear, and she giggled.

      “You may try,” she said graciously, winking at Leslie as Okami carried her away.

      His mate laughed, leaning against him.

      “It’s nice to see her so happy.”

      “Did you ever find out what was troubling her?”

      “She finally told me, although I already suspected. Her grades aren’t good enough for her to continue at the medical university, but she was afraid to tell me because she thought we would have to return to Earth.”

      The ground rocked beneath his feet.

      “You are not going to leave me,” he roared, and she gave him a shocked look.

      “What? No, of course I’m not going to leave you. I love you, remember? And now that I know she’s happy with Okami, I’m fine with continuing medical school on my own.”

      Fuck. He wished he’d had a chance to talk to Okami, but he knew his brother wouldn’t let him down.

      “I wanted to talk to you about that. I meant what I said to Forradi. I intend to renounce the throne.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would you do that?”

      “Because I know how much your studies mean to you.”

      She frowned up at him.

      “Of course they mean a lot. They’ve proven even more satisfying than I ever expected.”

      “I don’t want you to have to get them up,” he blurted out.

      “I just told you I have no intention of doing so. What’s that got to do with—” Her eyes narrowed. “Nisani, are you trying to tell me that you’re going to give up the throne because I want to be a doctor?”

      “I don’t believe I have a choice.”

      “In heaven’s name, why not?”

      “Because if I remain the ruler, you will become my consort. I remember how many responsibilities my mother had as consort…”

      He stumbled to a halt, suddenly remembering what she had said about his mother’s other work. How it must have occupied as much or more of her time as the formal events. Although he knew his father had been genuinely concerned with protecting his mother, had he underestimated her—and was he about to make the same mistake with Leslie?

      “Perhaps I made an assumption,” he admitted. “I should have asked you. A consort has certain social obligations. Can you manage them and continue your studies?”

      She sighed, the irritation fading from her eyes.

      “I don’t know. How much time is required?”

      It was his turn to admit that he didn’t know. “I would need to review the records.”

      “You seem to be managing just fine without a consort now,” she pointed out. “Does it have to change?”

      “I am afraid so. Once it is known that I am mated, there will be certain expectations. And truthfully, I would be happy if you were always at my side.” He held up his hand before she could speak. “I know that’s not possible. But perhaps we could go over the records and decide together which ones are most important and you can decide for yourself.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the best person to judge that. Lillie always thinks social events are more important than I do.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “But speaking of sisters—”

      “Absolutely not,” he snapped, and she gave him a confused look.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The two of you are not interchangeable. I will not take your sister in your place. You are my mate and I would never betray you that way.”

      Her face softened.

      “I agree. I would never consider it either. What I was going to suggest is that there may be times when Anai could accompany you instead. I know your sister enjoys all that political interaction.”

      He considered the matter. Anai had already taken over much of his mother’s previous charitable work, and Leslie was quite right, she did enjoy politics.

      “I will talk to her,” he promised, but something in his expression must have given him away. She stroked the tip of his tail.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I want you by my side. I know it is selfish, and I would never try to prevent you achieving your dream, but I would still be happier with you next to me.”

      “How about a compromise? I will try to attend at least one official event with you each week, but no matter what, I will be at your breakfast table every morning and in your bed every night.”

      “And you will study in my office?”

      She laughed. “When I can. Do we have a deal?”

      “Does that mean that you will agree to be my consort?”

      “Of course I will. I love you, Nisani.”

      Relief swept over him so quickly that he felt as dizzy as he had during the wasting sickness. He pulled her close, and she snuggled into his arms before leaning back and smiling up at him.

      “You know, I’ve never been in your bedroom before today.”

      “Perhaps not, but I have frequently imagined you here.”

      She gave him an innocent look.

      “You mean you imagined me next to you in that big bed?”

      “Very, very frequently.”

      “Then why don’t you take me there?”

      His shaft stiffened, but he did his best to ignore it.

      “You should rest. You’ve had a hard day.”

      She sighed.

      “Remember that conversation we had about asking instead of assuming?”

      “I do. Are you tired, my love?”

      “Not at all. I want you to carry me to bed and show me everything you imagined.”

      “Everything?”

      “Everything. We have to see if reality is as good as your imagination.”

      It turned out to be much, much better.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, the last of traitors stood in front of him. With the help of Forradi’s records, they had identified everyone involved. He had not been surprised to find that Clan Fuchon had played an integral part, purchasing the hochi and allowing it to ferment before producing the gas.

      Although several members of his clan had been part of the scheme, Clan Chief Seiji had not been involved. His traitorous mate Hying and Dobai, one of his advisors, had poisoned him with the wasting sickness as well. They were the last two to be sentenced.

      “Dobai, you are sentenced to death for treason.” The male didn’t react, and Nisani suspected he had already known what was coming. His gaze moved to the female glaring up at him. “Hying, you may join him in death, or you may choose exile.”

      “You can’t do that,” she said defiantly. “My mate would never permit it.”

      “He has renounced you.”

      “No!”

      Her gaze flew to Seji’s face. He looked pale and unhappy, but he nodded.

      “You can’t—”

      “Choose.”

      Her mouth twisted. “Exile.”

      One of Seji’s warriors stepped forward, a big warrior but painfully young. Sullmat, if he recalled correctly.

      “I choose to accompany her.”

      Hying didn’t look thrilled by the announcement, casting a hopeful look at the other Fuchon warriors, but no one else moved.

      “If that is your choice. You will never be able to return to Vulfar.”

      “I understand.”

      “Then go.”

      Sullmat reached for Hying’s arm, but she shook off his grip, glared around the room, and stalked off with him following her.

      “Good riddance,” Lillie murmured. Both she and Leslie had insisted on attending the trials, even though he’d tried to discourage them.

      “Shh, kareta.” Okami grinned at his mate. “Why waste any more time thinking about her?”

      Lillie rolled her eyes but didn’t add anything else.

      He watched as the other clan chiefs left, but no one seemed disturbed by the verdict. Even Seji bowed his head before a pretty young female helped him out of the room. Seji was not recovering as quickly as the others who had been poisoned, and he wasn’t sure if he was due to the loss of his mate or because he’d been given a heavier dose.

      “I’m glad that’s over,” he sighed. “Although I do worry about Seji. It would be a terrible thing to lose one’s mate.”

      Leslie shivered and put her arm around his waist.

      “At least now we can have some peace and quiet,” Okami said cheerfully, then groaned as a grim-faced Zord approached. “I shouldn’t have tempted the gods. Now what?”

      “Planetary Commander T’lan and his fleet have just entered our system.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Nisani tapped his claws against his desk as he waited for T’lan. Apparently, T’pral had notified him that Leslie was missing when they did not return from the safe room. By the time they’d come back to the city, T’lan was already on route.

      The fleet had arrived that morning and Leslie and Lillie had rushed off to meet their parents. He had asked Okami to accompany them because he suspected that T’lan would demand to speak to him. He was correct. The message had arrived only moments ago.

      He knew T’lan was not happy and he couldn’t blame him. But while he would do everything within his power to soothe the other male and ensure that the peace between the Vulfar and the Yehrin remained in effect, he would never give up his mate. He would go to war rather than lose her.

      “Planetary Commander T’lan,” Zord announced, opening the door to his office.

      “Thank you, Captain Zord. You may go.”

      Clearly reluctant, Zord shot a glance at the unyielding face of Leslie’s father before nodding his head and departing.

      “Please be seated, T’lan.”

      “I would prefer to stand.”

      The Yehrin commander would have been an intimidating sight under any circumstances—the strong, muscular body in the severe black uniform, the dark horns spiraling back from his head—but T’lan was clearly angry, the grim expression on his face more forbidding than usual. Another male might have been alarmed, but he was the leader of the Vulfar and he refused to be intimidated. He rose to his feet, matching T’lan’s stance, although he did his best to keep his voice neutral.

      “I understand your mate accompanied you?”

      He hoped that her presence was a sign that T’lan did not intend to start a war.

      “Of course she accompanied me. She is with my daughters.”

      The emphasis was slight but unmistakable, and he gave T’lan a level stare.

      “Good. My mate speaks frequently of her mother.”

      Fire burned in T’lan’s eyes, as green as his daughters’, and his hand came to rest on the hilt of his nanosword.

      “When I entrusted my daughters to your care, I assumed you would protect them from everyone. Instead, I find that not only have you attempted to claim one of my daughters, you have allowed your brother to make a similar attempt. They are too young to even consider such matters. They will return to Earth with me.”

      Only the fact that T’lan was Leslie’s father stopped him from challenging the other male.

      “No, they will not,” he growled. “The only way that will occur is if they decide they wish to return. Did Leslie tell you that she intended to leave?”

      A muscle twitched in T’lan’s jaw, and the slight betrayal eased his mind.

      “They do not wish to return, do they?” he asked quietly.

      “They are too young to know their own minds.”

      “No, T’lan, they are not. Both of them have proven to be remarkably strong, intelligent females.”

      T’lan’s face darkened even further.

      “They have had to prove themselves because you and that brother of yours placed them in dangerous situations. It is not acceptable. They must be protected.”

      T’lan’s words echoed those of his own father, and helped calm his increasing anger.

      “I have done—and I will continue to do—everything in my power to protect Leslie, just as Okami will protect Lillie, but we cannot protect them from life. As your daughter has informed me on more than one occasion, part of loving someone is trusting them to make decisions for themselves.”

      T’lan growled, but his hand finally dropped away from the hilt of his sword as he strode over to the window.

      “Their mother said the same,” he finally admitted. “But they are precious to me.”

      “Leslie is my mate. There is no one in this universe more precious to me—but she would not be happy locked away for her own protection. You raised her to know her own mind.”

      T’lan’s stance finally relaxed a fraction. “She is her mother’s daughter.”

      “And her father’s,” he said, just as the study door opened and Leslie and her mother entered.

      Emily, Leslie’s mother, was an attractive human female who bore a strong resemblance to her daughters. She gave him a sympathetic smile as she went to her husband’s side and Leslie came to join him.

      “Where is Lillie?” T’lan demanded as he put an arm around his mate.

      “Lillie said Nisani had arranged for them to have quarters here in the palace,” Emily said cheerfully. “They went to inspect them.”

      “Alone?” T’lan growled, and Emily smiled up at him as she patted his arm soothingly.

      “Yes, alone. I suppose technically they are still on their honeymoon. And you remember what that was like,” she added teasingly.

      T’lan growled again. Nisani suspected he was on the verge of going to look for the wayward couple, but Leslie quickly intervened.

      “Don’t worry, Daddy. They’re perfectly safe here in the palace. We knew you’d feel less concerned about her safety if they lived here.”

      “She—both of you—would be safer on Earth,” T’lan argued, but Nisani suspected he’d already realized he wasn’t going to convince her.

      “But we’re not going back to Earth, Daddy. We’re both very happy here.”

      She smiled at her father and nestled closer against Nisani’s side. Ignoring another growl from T’lan, he wrapped his tail around her waist as she turned to her mother.

      “How long are you going to stay, Mama?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I suppose it depends on how long it will take to get everything ready for the wedding.”

      “Wedding?”

      He gave her a confused look as Leslie’s body shook against his side.

      “Of course. Don’t you have some sort of ceremony to celebrate your matings? With lots of guests and flowers and candles, and my daughters in beautiful dresses.” Emily clasped her hands together, obviously envisioning just such an event.

      “There is a ceremony to announce my consort,” he said hesitantly. “Although I’m not sure it is exactly what you have in mind.”

      She waved her hand dismissively.

      “That’s fine. We’ll start with that and just incorporate some of our Earth customs. T’lan can give both girls away.”

      T’lan frowned. “I will never give my daughters away.”

      “It’s just ceremonial, Daddy. An outdated tradition to indicate that you are passing your daughter from your care into the care of her husband.”

      “I see nothing outdated about that concept,” he said at once. “I am responsible for your protection.”

      Her mother sighed happily.

      “This is going to be perfect. I can’t wait to get started. Who should I begin discussing the arrangements with?”

      He sighed and gave in to the inevitable.

      “My sister Anai would probably be best, although I’m sure that my other sisters will have their say as well. Captain Zord can arrange the introductions.”

      “Excellent. The more family, the better. Come along, T’lan. I can’t wait to get started.”

      T’lan did not look thrilled by the prospect, but it suddenly occurred to Nisani that perhaps he had no more interest in such social events than he did.

      “My warriors are training this morning. Perhaps Commander T’lan would like to inspect them while you are occupied with my sister,” he suggested.

      “I cannot leave my L’chka unaccompanied,” T’lan said immediately.

      “I could go with you instead,” Emily said innocently. “You know I always enjoy watching warriors train.”

      T’lan growled, and once again Leslie intervened.

      “Why don’t you let T’pral escort Mama to visit with Anai while you observe the training? He’s very familiar with the palace and everyone in it.”

      T’lan hesitated, then nodded.

      “That would be acceptable.”

      “As long as you’re sure you don’t want me to accompany you to the training sessions,” Emily said, giving her mate another innocent look.

      “I am sure,” T’lan said firmly as he escorted her to the door, pausing only to frown back at him.

      “You will join us for the evening meal.”

      It was not a request, but he had no objections and he nodded. As soon as the couple left, Leslie began to laugh.

      “Does your mother always get what she wants?” he asked her.

      “Always.” She put her arms around his neck and smiled up at him. “Because all my father wants to do is make her happy.”

      “I want you to be happy as well. Do you like this wedding idea?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s necessary. As far as I’m concerned, we have been wedded since that night in the village.”

      “In that case—”

      “But it’s not just for us. I think it’s a good way to show your people, and mine, that we are truly together. For now and for always.”

      How could he argue?
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      “You look beautiful,” Lillie said softly, and Leslie gave her a worried look.

      “You do too.”

      “I know.” Lillie grinned at her. “But this is your day. Yours and Nisani’s.”

      Leslie had originally assumed that it would be a double wedding, but while both couples would be involved, she and Nisani had the starring roles. She’d almost backed out when Anai told her but Nisani’s other two sisters had agreed, and even her mother had sided with them.

      “He is the Vulfar Ruler, sweetheart, and you are his consort. That has to take precedence,” her mother said firmly.

      It was one of the first indications of how much her life would change, but unless she was willing to renounce Nisani—or allow him to give up his throne—there was no alternative. She had no doubt that he was worth it, although she still worried about her sister.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?” she asked again.

      “Not even this much.”

      Her twin held up her hand, finger and thumb pressed firmly together, and Leslie hugged her.

      “Are you two ready?”

      Her mother swept into the room, looking unusually regal in a trailing gown of dark blue silk. Their sister Emlan followed, wearing a similar gown in dark green. She was carrying her daughter Pearl, wide-eyed with excitement at the prospect of being a flower girl.

      “Oh.” Tears filled her mother’s eyes. “You both look so beautiful.”

      “That’s quite a dress,” Emlan agreed.

      She couldn’t argue. The underlayer was white silk, sweeping smoothly down to her feet from a low curved neckline that highlighted the upper swell of her breasts. An overdress of dark blue gauze spangled with gold stars fastened under her breasts in a complicated network of gold ribbon before flaring open over the white silk. More of the gauze rose up over her shoulders, stiffened to resemble delicate wings.

      Her lack of a tail had been the subject of much discussion, but in the end her mother and Anai had decided to arrange her hair in a long braid down her back. Gold ribbons were woven into the braid and trailed down from it to form a symbolic tail. In an equal nod to her Yehrin heritage, delicate jeweled horns swept up from the sparkling tiara circling her head.

      Lillie’s dress followed the same pattern, but her overdress was a dark green gauze with silver stars and lacked the wings. Her hair was piled high on her head beneath a simple silver circlet, and she smiled as she met Leslie’s eyes in the mirror.

      Leslie took a deep breath and turned to her mother.

      “Is Daddy ready?”

      “No, but he’s here.” Her mother sighed. “This is hard for him.”

      Lillie giggled.

      “He invited Okami to train with him yesterday. My poor mate could barely move afterwards.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t really hurt him,” her mother said quickly. “Did he?”

      “Okami said he did, but I kissed him all better and he was just fine after that. Amazing, actually,” she added with a satisfied smile.

      Her mother laughed.

      “In that case I won’t give T’lan a hard time about it. Or at least not too much of one.”

      The door opened again as her father entered.

      “Are you talking about me, M’lee? I—”

      He came to a halt as he looked at the four of them, and she actually saw him swallow hard.

      “No father could ever be more proud,” he said softly. “Or grandfather,” he added when Pearl squealed and flung herself at him.

      He caught her easily, lifting her against his chest, then gathered her mother under his other arm as he sighed.

      “I suppose it is time.”

      She squeezed Lillie’s hand and nodded.

      “Yes, Daddy. We’re ready.”

      

      The wedding had been arranged to take place in the grand ballroom, and her heart skipped a beat when the doors opened to reveal the space overflowing with people. A long blue carpet lined with flowers stretched from the entrance to a raised dais at the far end of the room. Nisani waited for her there, a huge, magnificent figure clothed in royal blue and cloth of gold. She almost hesitated, but then she met the familiar warmth of his gaze and her nerves vanished.

      Her father put Pearl down, and she skipped along in front of them, too focused on scattering her petals to pay much attention to the crowd at first. Then she looked up and her eyes widened. Her tiny mouth trembled, and T’lan growled. Before he could intercede, Pearl spotted her father Tren. He and Zord were waiting with Okami at one side of the dais. Nisani’s sisters and Emlan were on the other side.

      “Daddy!” she cried, dropping her basket and dashing towards him.

      Tren met her halfway, scooping her up in his arms as a ripple of amusement spread through the room. Safe in his arms, Pearl grinned and waved at the crowd.

      “Foolishness,” her father growled again. “Are you sure about this, L’slie? If you have changed my mind, I will get you out of here.”

      She had no doubt that he would, even though the Vulfar present far outnumbered the number of Yehrin warriors.

      “I haven’t changed my mind, Daddy. I love him. And he loves me.”

      “Does he know that this is not the life you would have chosen?”

      “He does. And he was willing to give it up for me. This is my choice.”

      He sighed. “Very well. As long as you are happy.”

      “I am. I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too, my daughter.”

      He didn’t make any further attempt to convince her, but when he gave her hand to Nisani, he glared at him.

      “You will protect her.”

      “With my life,” Nisani said quietly.

      “Very well.”

      He stepped to one side, and they both turned to watch as her mother escorted Lillie down the aisle. Tears sparkled on her mother’s cheeks, but her smile was radiant as she gave Lillie’s hand to Okami, then flung herself into T’lan’s arms. His face softened as it always did when she touched him, and he pulled her closer.

      “Our family,” she said softly, smiling up at Nisani.

      “Yes, my love. Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      The word rang out clear and certain, and he smiled as they turned to take their vows.

      

      The ceremony passed in a blaze of happiness that carried her through the first part of the reception, and she knew that some moments would last forever in her memory. Nisani’s eyes on her face as they exchanged vows. His tail around her waist as they watched Lillie and Okami exchange theirs—her sister radiant and Okami unusually serious. Her father smiling down as her when they danced. Eventually the constant press of people seeking to congratulate them began to wear on her. It didn’t help that she suspected that most of them were more curious than sincere.

      “Tired, my love?” Nisani asked. In spite of the crowd, he always kept his arm or his tail around her and it had helped a good deal.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Then we will leave.”

      “But all these people—”

      “Will be just fine without us. Look.”

      Emlan and Tren had already carried an exhausted Pearl to bed, and her father was standing behind her mother with a forbidding look on his face as she charmed the Maltan ambassador. Lillie and Okami were moving through the crowd exchanging greetings, while Anai waited next to the dais to speak with those who sought her out. All of them were clearly enjoying themselves.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “I am always right. Especially when it means I can spend time alone with my beautiful mate.”

      His tail pulled her closer as he signaled to Zord. The other male carefully blocked anyone attempting to speak to them as they edged towards the doors and made their escape. As soon as they were outside, Nisani swept her up in his arms and carried her off, his pace just short of a run.

      They had been staying in his room or hers for the past few weeks, but in honor of the ceremony, he’d decided to refurbish an older part of the palace and create new rooms for them. It was the first time she’d seen them, and she smiled appreciatively at the high ceiling and the tall windows opening onto a balcony overlooking their private garden.

      “This is beautiful,” she said, looking around and admiring the elegant furniture until… “Is that the bed from the village?”

      “It is. I know it doesn’t match the other furniture, but I wanted it here tonight.”

      He was right. The heavy wooden frame didn’t match the other pieces, but she didn’t care.

      “It’s perfect.”

      “You said you thought that was the night we were truly mated.”

      “It was.” He bent his head to kiss her, but she pulled back. “Not yet. Put me down, please.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to make our second mating night special.”

      “It is always special with you, my love.”

      “You’ll like this, I promise.”

      He sighed and put her down. She ran a teasing hand across his cock, already swollen and ready.

      “I want you naked on the bed when I come back.”

      From the way his cock jerked, he definitely liked that idea. She laughed and danced away. When she returned he was sitting on the edge of the bed waiting for her, magnificently naked.

      “What are you wearing, miizu?” he asked hoarsely.

      It was a nightgown, of sorts—blue silk cups cut so low that they didn’t cover her nipples, a drift of sheer blue gauze that floated down to her thighs but concealed absolutely nothing, and a crisscrossed set of blue silk ribbons that framed her ass and her sex but left every part of her accessible to his touch.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Any male would follow you willingly to his death, miizu.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      She went to join him, straddling his lap and wedging his thick cock between their bodies.

      “I love you,” she said softly.

      He had been focused on where their bodies touched, but his eyes immediately rose to her face.

      “I love you too.” His hand cupped her cheek. “Are you sure that you will be happy?”

      “With you? Always.”

      “And your position as consort?”

      “I think there are times when it will be difficult,” she said honestly. “But as long as I have you, that’s all that really matters. And our families will help. Neither of us need to carry the entire burden.”

      He didn’t look entirely convinced, and she suspected it would take some time for him to realize he wasn’t responsible for everyone else’s happiness. The fact that he was willing to accept help on her behalf was a good first step.

      “But all of that can wait. Right now I’m far more interested in my mate,” she whispered, curling her hand around the deliciously angled head of his cock.

      “Good.”

      His tail brushed against her breasts as he ran his thumb across the mating bite on her neck and her back arched. He had been right—each time he renewed the bite she became more sensitive, and his mouth frequently found its way there.

      He eased her back, his wonderfully rough tongue teasing the mark as his hands came up to tug on her nipples. His cock pressed more firmly against her, forcing her lower lips apart so that she could feel the thick column against every part of her slit, already slick and ready. She tried to rock against him, but he held her firmly in place, sending a pulse of excitement to her swollen clit, and she wanted more.

      “Put me on your cock, please.”

      He didn’t hesitate, lifting his head and adjusting his grip so he could slide her down over him. As always, the adjustment from the slick angled tip to the thick shaft made her gasp. He unerringly found the mating bite on her ass and scraped a claw across it, creating another wash of arousal that eased the way as she sank down and down, so full she could barely breathe.

      She rested her head against his massive chest, still needing the moment for her body to adjust, and licked the small bud of his nipple. His cock flexed tantalizingly inside her.

      “Do Vulfar females mark their males?” she whispered, letting her breath waft across the damp tip.

      “Occasionally.” His cock jerked again, hard enough to make her channel clench around him. “Why?”

      Her tongue circled the stiff peak.

      “Would it be pleasurable?”

      “Anything my mate does to me is pleasurable.” Ignoring her muffled protest, he tilted her head back so he could see her face. “Do you want to mark me, love?”

      “Yes.” This time his whole lower body flexed, and she smiled. “I think you approve.”

      “Fuck yes.”

      She bent towards him again and he let her move, let her continue to suck at his nipple as his hips began to thrust upwards. His hands went to her ass, pressing against the mating bite as he brought her down to meet his strokes. Her climax was already building, her muscles tensing in anticipation as that thick cock drove up into her, but she kept her mouth on him until stars began to appear in her vision, and then she bit him.

      He roared, slamming her down over him as her body convulsed, filling her with wave after wave of hot seed as his knot grew impossibly large, prolonging her climax until she collapsed against him, still shaking. He locked her in his arms until her breathing finally slowed. She leaned back, moaning as the angle increased the pressure of his knot, and studied his chest.

      A perfect little bite mark circled the still swollen nipple, and she smiled. Exactly as she had envisioned it. He looked down as well, then followed the mark with his finger. Green fire filled his eyes as his hips rocked again.

      “Almost perfect,” he purred.

      “Only almost?”

      “A matching bite on the other side would be completely perfect.”

      “Are you sure it wouldn’t be too much?” she asked innocently.

      “Nothing you could do would ever be too much for me, my love.”

      “Then I will make it perfect.”

      She smiled happily as she took him in her mouth again.
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      One year later…

      

      Leslie found Nisani working in his office, but as always he pushed his papers aside at the sight of her and held out his hand. She took it and let him pull her into his lap, nestling against him with a contented sigh. He looked down at her, then frowned.

      “You look tired, my love.”

      “A little, perhaps.”

      It had been difficult to keep up with her studies and meet her obligations as consort, but with a lot of assistance from his sister and from Lillie and Okami, she’d managed. Nisani still struggled with his desire to protect her from the work involved, especially when he knew it was taking a toll on her. However, neither her studies nor her duties were responsible for her present tiredness, and she sighed. This was going to be hard for him.

      “I saw Lillie this afternoon,” she said slowly.

      “Good. I know you always miss her when she’s gone. Okami is writing up the report, but he said the mission on Fradar Five was very successful. I think I’ll ask them to go to Draldan next. They are newer members of our alliance, and I think they would appreciate the recognition.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s going to be possible, at least not anytime in the near future.”

      “Why not?”

      “Lillie isn’t going to be traveling for a while, and you know Okami won’t go anywhere without her.”

      He frowned. “Is something wrong with your sister?”

      “No, actually I’d say something is very right with her. She and Okami are going to have a baby.”

      He didn’t seem to notice that her voice trembled, staring at her in shock.

      “A child? Already? But that’s wonderful. Okami must be thrilled.”

      “He’s delighted.” She ran her fingers over his tail. “Would you be thrilled, Nisani?”

      “You know I would be, but we agreed to wait until after you completed your studies.”

      “We did.” She took a deep breath. “But remember how I told you that twins always seem to end up doing things together?”

      She saw the moment he realized what she was saying, his eyes blazing with happiness.

      “You mean?”

      His hand hovered uncertainly over her stomach, and she placed it over the slight swell that had already begun to show.

      “Yes, we’re having a baby too. It never even occurred to me to check until she told me. Apparently, our mixed heritage means that birth control isn’t very effective for us.”

      The look of wonder on his face faded as he studied her face.

      “Are you unhappy about this, my love?”

      “The timing could have been better,” she said a little ruefully. “But I’m still thrilled that we’re having a baby. I even love the idea that our baby and Lillie’s baby will be almost exactly the same age, almost like twins.”

      “In that case, I hope they are both girls,” he said firmly, and she laughed.

      He looked down at her, and once again she saw the moment he realized what her pregnancy meant. This was the moment she’d been dreading.

      “About your studies…” He searched her face. “You want to continue them, don’t you?”

      “Yes, for as long as possible. And I still intend to carry out my commitments as your consort.”

      She braced herself for an argument, but instead he only sighed and dropped his head, resting his forehead against hers.

      “I will worry.”

      “I know you will,” she said softly. “But I’ll be careful. This means a lot to me.”

      “I know it does, my love, so we will make it work.”

      The worry that had been haunting her since she found out slipped off her shoulders and she smiled at him as happy tears sprang to her eyes.

      “We’re going to have a baby, Nisani. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      

      Five years later…

      

      Nisani walked into his mate’s lab, their daughter tucked against his shoulder, grateful once again that she’d agreed to let him build the lab within the palace grounds. Having her so close helped soothe the protective instincts that had never completely vanished. As soon as she saw him, she smiled, gave a brief instruction to her assistant, and came to join him.

      “Is Yori hungry already?” she asked, reaching for the baby.

      “No, but somehow Zord managed to create a free hour in my schedule this afternoon so I thought I’d come and see my beautiful mate. Is this a bad time?”

      “Actually, it’s perfect timing. The computers have just begun processing the data from the latest experiment and it won’t be ready for a while.”

      Although her graduation had been delayed by the arrival of their son, she’d still completed her medical studies. Afterwards, she had chosen to work with Batai on analyzing the therapeutic effects of traditional medicines, and she’d made significant progress in reproducing them on a larger scale. Over the years, she and the healer had become very close. Batai had even visited them at the palace—although the older female had been significantly unimpressed—and the boys thought of her as another grandmother.

      “Where are the terrible two?” she added with a smile as she snuggled Yori to her chest.

      His long-ago wish had been in vain—both Lillie and Leslie had given birth to sons, one day apart. The two had been inseparable ever since. Even as babies they’d seemed happier together rather than apart, and they moved easily between both households.

      “Okami is taking them fishing,” he said with a straight face, and she groaned.

      “The last time he did that, it took me a week to get all of the scales out of their manes.”

      “T’vedo and T’pral are accompanying them. Hopefully they can exert some control.”

      Both of the twins’ former bodyguards had decided to remain on Vulfar and perhaps inevitably, they had assumed the role for the children as well.

      Yori stirred, her tiny mouth working. Both boys looked almost exactly like their fathers, but his daughter took after her mother. Only her soft blonde mane gave any indication of her Vulfar heritage.

      “Let’s go out in the garden,” Leslie said. “I’ll feed her there.”

      “I thought you might enjoy that. I have food waiting in the arbor.”

      She rolled her eyes at him.

      “I told you I’d eat lunch, and I did.”

      “You are feeding our daughter. You need to keep up your strength,” he said firmly.

      “I’m not exactly wasting away, you know.”

      He couldn’t argue—motherhood had left her lusher and more beautiful than ever—but he still intended to feed her. The meals she snatched at the lab were far too minimal for his liking. His suspicions were confirmed when she nibbled happily on some fruit while she fed Yori, then ate a sandwich while he rocked the baby back to sleep.

      “All right,” she laughed, when he put Yori down in the basket he’d brought and turned to her. “Maybe I was a little hungry.”

      “I know.” He lifted her easily onto his lap and wrapped his tail around her. “Sit with me until you have to get back to the lab.”

      “Just for a little while.”

      Her gown was still open from feeding the baby, and the sight of her naked breasts aroused his ever-present desire. He toyed gently with a reddened nipple and she arched into him, but her eyes were heavy and he softened his touch, simply savoring the heavy weight of her breast in his hand. He wasn’t surprised when she drifted off to sleep a moment later.

      The sun shone overhead, and the scent of flowers surrounded him. Birds twittered in the trees, and he could hear the faint, distant sound of his warriors training as he let the peace of the moment settle over him. His communicator buzzed, but he ignored it. Nothing was more important than his mate in his arms and his daughter at his side. He would watch over them until they woke.
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        And as a special bonus, Alien Selection tells the story of the first encounter between a Yehrin warrior and a human female!
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